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ABSTRACT

The violent act of lynching has mostly been identified as a method of
vigilante justice perpetrated against African American men. During the
Reconstruction Era (1865-1877) in the south, these efforts of terror by violent
mobs were employed to instill fear, to preserve an economy that had been
fortified by a now-extinct slave industry, and to facilitate a white supremacist
ideology. Initial lynching and data analyses have often seen scholars focus
explicitly on male experiences. Women, however, were also victimized by this
type of mob violence. African American women, White women, and Mexican
women were lynched, but justification for such actions could not rely on the rote
reasoning. For example, while validation of this violence against Black men often
rested on the idea of defending the virtue of White women, what would be the
rationale for lynching White women? Statistics and scholarship on Indigenous or
Native American women, as well as Asian women, are difficult to locate or
perhaps even non-existent.
This thesis proposes to examine causal and contributing factors in the
lynching of women. Specifically, this work will assess environments of racism,
sexism, and classism attributed as causal factors. The presence of these factors
is evidence of a commonality in the experiences of the women selected for this
analysis. Additionally, this thesis will show that these factors, in combination with
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the contributing factor of dehumanization, demonstrate an overwhelming
difference in the experiences of African American women. The denigration, as
exampled in the violence perpetuated against Black women’s bodies, reveal a
process of demonizing that began on-board slaver ships long before their arrival
to this land.
The experiences of three women are assessed: Josefa Segovia, Peb
Falls, and Laura Nelson, alongside her son L. D. Nelson. The argument is made
that these women resided in environments conflated with racist, sexist, and
classist convictions, as well as the contributing factor of dehumanization
specifically associated with the lynching of Black women. Merging into a type of
historical intersectionality, these factors exacerbated their existence, allowing for
violent mobs to enact their unreasoned form of justice. Newspaper articles,
journals, photographs, and even song lyrics and poetry are used to help foster an
understanding of the circumstances under which these women existed.
This thesis emphasizes an inclusive focus on women who were victimized
by vigilante violence, regardless of race. It is a search for a commonality in a
study of violence against women, and an attempt to understand how specific
social constructs became overlapping factors in this manner of vigilante justice; it
will also reveal a marked difference in the experiences of Black women by
scrutinizing the contributing factor of dehumanization.
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METHODOLOGY

An understanding of racism, sexism, classism, in addition to
dehumanization as causal and contributing factors in the lynching of women
required an examination of the environments that accommodated these
incidents. The use of social, political, and economic lenses facilitated the
revelation of these social constructs that ultimately characterized the actions,
behaviors, and interactions of different groups of people. Initial efforts included
defining the causal and contributing factors. Racism, sexism, classism, and
dehumanization were determined to be instrumental in facilitating the lynching of
women.
This examination targeted the period between 1850 and 1918. These
dates marked the establishment of California as a state (1850) and the height of
the Gold Rush Era, the end of slavery and the Radical Reconstruction Era (18651877), and the beginning of World War I (1918) which included the era of the
Great Migration for African Americans. These dates mark prominent periods in
United States’ history of movement and upheaval, during which lynching was a
product of the rise in racial violence, along with white supremacist domination
and ideology.
Because of discrepancies in the total number of victims of lynching, the
selection of female victims was based on the more comprehensive inventories
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gathered and compiled by David Baker and Kerry Segrave.1 All three victims of
mob violence selected in this thesis were referenced in each of Baker and
Segraves’ studies. A form of case study was used to examine the experiences of
each of these women independently. A wide-ranging exploration into each
incident – considering social, political and economic influences – was conducted
to analyze the various factors listed above. Use of narratives from historians of
the eras were considered. Analysis examining racist and classist language was
found specifically in the collection of newspaper articles in regards to the lynching
of Josefa Segovia and Peb Falls. Additionally, photographs of Laura Nelson and
L. D. Nelson, along with cultural components (e.g., songs, poetry, plaques,
movies, and artwork), were researched and evaluated. The examination of the
lynching of these specific women are microhistories in the overall study of
lynching. An analysis of their narratives and the environments in which these
women resided, establish evidence that these lynchings were fostered by a
commonality of factors of racism, sexism, classism, regardless of their race. The
lynching of Laura Nelson was exacerbated by the contributing factor of
dehumanization.

David Victor Baker, “Female Lynchings in the United States: Amending the Historical Record,”
Sage Journals Race and Justice, September 27, 2012. Accessed September 18, 2021,
https://journals-sagepub-com.libproxy.lib.csusb.edu/doi/full/10.1177/2153368712459272. Kerry
Segrave, Lynchings of Women in the United States: The Recorded Cases, 1851-1946. Jefferson,
North Carolina: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2010.
1
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DEFINITION OF TERMS
Lynching – a retributive act of murder for which those responsible claim to be
serving the interests of justice, tradition, or community good.2
Causal factors – conditions that produce an effect.
Contributing factors – conditions that influence the effect by increasing its
likelihood, accelerating the effect in time, affecting severity of the consequences.3
Racism – the marginalization and/or oppression of people of color based on a
socially constructed racial hierarchy that privileges White people.4
Sexism – prejudice or discrimination based on sex or gender; creates inequity
between different sexes and genders, and fuels gender-based violence and hate
crimes.
Hostile sexism – negative views toward individuals who violate traditional
gender roles.
Benevolent sexism – valuing feminine-stereotyped attributes in females
(e.g., nurturance) and a belief that traditional gender roles are necessary
to complement one another.5
Classism – institutional, cultural, and individual set of practices and beliefs that
assign differential value to people according to their socioeconomic class; an
economic system that creates excessive inequality and causes basic human

William D. Carrigan and Clive Webb, “The Lynching of Persons of Mexican Origin or Descent in
the United States, 1848 to 1928,” Journal of Social History (December 1, 2003): 411, https://webb-ebscohost-com.libproxy.lib.csusb.edu/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=0df0485a-3ec845eb-863b-c0c6ec5a5734%40pdc-v-sessmgr03.
2

3

A Culture of Reliability, Cause vs. Contributing Factor. Reliabilityweb.com. Accessed February
11, 2022, https://reliabilityweb.com/articles/entry/Cause_vs._Contributing_Factor.
Anti-Defamation League, “Racism.” ADL: Fighting Hate for Good. Accessed November 13,
2021, https://www.adl.org/racism.
4

P. Johnson, “Sexism,” Encyclopedia of Applied Ethics, Second ed., Academic Press: San
Diego, 2012. Accessed November 13, 2021,
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/psychology/sexism.
5
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needs to go unmet.6 Dominant group members (middle-class and wealthy
people) define for everyone else what is “normal” or “acceptable” in the class
hierarchy.7
Dehumanization – the psychological process of demonizing the enemy, making
them seem less than human and hence not worthy of humane treatment;
categorizing a person as sub-human in order to legitimize increased violence or
justify the violation of basic human rights.8

National Coalition of Christians and Jews, “Classism,” NCCJ: Advancing Equality; Promoting
Justice; Building Community. Accessed November 13, 2021, https://www.nccj.org/classism-0.
Maurianne Adams, Lee Anne Bell, and Pat Griffin, Teaching for Diversity and Social Justice,
Second Edition, London: Routledge, 2007.
6

CLASS Action. “Classism.” Accessed November 13, 2021, https://classism.org/aboutclass/what-is-classism/.
7

Michelle Maiese, “Dehumanization.” Beyond Intractability, July, 2003. Accessed November 13,
2021, https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/dehumanization=.
8
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NOTES
As addressed in section 8.38 of the 17th edition of The Chicago Manual of
Style, editors now prefer to write Black with a capital B when it refers to racial
and ethnic identity. In addition, as a matter of consistency, White and similar
terms may also be capitalized.9 The use of the capital B demonstrates a
reverence for a people who have been marginalized throughout history. It is my
preference to use the capital B for Black throughout this thesis. As both Black
and White are racial identities, and in an effort to remain consistent, I will also
use capital W for White. Within direct quotes, capitalization vs. non-capitalization
will rest on the specific author’s preference, and will be presented as such. The
word Negro will be capitalized as well, unless the small n is used in a direct
quote. The capitalization of Black and White will solely refer to persons. Such
terms as white supremacy or black mobs will not be capitalized. In addition,
Spanish was a common term used in referencing those with Spanish or Mexican
heritage. Ethnic Mexican or Mexican is used in this work.
Chapter Two includes numerous names from various historians when
referencing Josefa Segovia, including Juanita. Within direct quotes, the

Chicago Manual of Style, “Black and White: A Matter of Capitalization.” CMOS Shop Talk, June
22, 2020. Accessed February 20, 2022, https://cmosshoptalk.com/2020/06/22/black-and-white-amatter-of-capitalization/.
9

xvii

preference of the historian will be presented as is. Otherwise, it is my decision to
use the name Josefa Segovia.
Chapter Four references two names for Laura Nelson’s son. L. D. and L.
W. Nelson are both used. It is my preference to use L. D. Nelson, unless
otherwise used in a direct quote. Austen Nelson is also referenced in documents
as Austin as well. I will use Austin, unless referenced in a specific document.
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INTRODUCTION

Southern trees bear strange fruit
Blood on the leaves, and blood at the root
Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze
Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees.
Pastoral scene of the gallant south
The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth
Scent of magnolias, sweet and fresh
Then the sudden smell of burning flesh.
Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck
For the rain to gather, for the wind to suck
For the sun to rot, for the tree to drop
Here is a strange and bitter crop.10
“Strange Fruit,” written and set to music by Abel Meeropol, is the song that
most people associate with the macabre ritual of lynching. Meeropol composed
the piece after he encountered a photograph of one of these incidents, which, as
often was the practice, had been reproduced and distributed as a postcard.11
Recorded by Billie Holiday in 1939, the song has been re-recorded by multiple
well-known artists, and has reached millions of listeners. With a simple,
inobtrusive piano accompaniment to Holiday’s hauntingly beautiful voice, her
understated performance belies the horrors of the heinous acts of which she
sings.
TheK9chief, “Mix-Billie Holiday Strange Fruit with Lyrics on Screen,” YouTube Video, 2:27,
October 1, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bckob0AyKCA.
10

Elizabeth Blair, “The Strange Story of the Man Behind ‘Strange Fruit.’” NPR Music, National
Public Radio, September 5, 2012, https://www.npr.org/2012/09/05/158933012/the-strange-storyof-the-man-behind-strange-fruit. James Allen, Hilton Als, Congressman John Lewis, and Leon F.
Litwack, Without Sanctuary: Lynching Photography in America (Santa Fe, New Mexico: Twin
Palms Publishers, 2000): 11.
11
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Two of the more poignant sentences in the song – scent of magnolias,
sweet and fresh, then the sudden smell of burning flesh – shock the listener’s
senses, awakening them to the gruesome violence associated with lynch mobs
and violent death. The words conjure incompatible impressions, of sweetness
and putridity, while simultaneously forcing the grappling questions of how and
why. Any scholarship on lynching has probably encountered the imagery of
“Strange Fruit.” Unfortunately, the words compel a visceral effect, but one that
accompanies an attempt to understand this extreme method of vigilante justice.
The violent actions of lynching are not unique; mob justice has existed in
various iterations for centuries. Its immediate perception, however, is one that is
distinctly American. According to Brian P. Levack in his article on the history of
lynching, the term was “coined in the United States in the late eighteenth century,
and it usually conjures up images of white mobs hanging African Americans or
burning them to death.”12 It grew to signify racial terrorism in the years following
the Civil War (1861-1865). After the war, in many African American communities
the fight to dismantle political and legal gains of the Reconstruction Era (18651877), the rise of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), and efforts to restrict voting rights
motivated an increase in violence against Black men, women, and children. In

Brian P. Levack, “Witch Lynching Past and Present,” Swift to Wrath: Lynching in Global
Historical Perspective, edited by William D. Carrigan and Christopher Waldrep, (Virginia:
University of Virginia Press, 2013): 49. Accessed September 3, 2021.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt6wrpn3.6?refreqid=excelsior%3A46931a012684c352f3322d49ba
041e64&seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents.
12
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addition, white mobs were driven by the pretense of protecting the virtue of White
women as the motivation for the lynching of African American men. Their efforts
were employed to instill fear in Black communities, to preserve an economy that
had been fortified by an extinct slave industry, and to facilitate a white
supremacist ideology.
But the act of lynching was not earmarked for African American men
exclusively. Women were victimized by this type of mob violence as well. Though
the documented numbers of female victims were at a far lower percentage rate
than that of men, it does not diminish the inimical effects of this lawless behavior.
Black women comprised less than five percent of the total numbers noted in
documentation by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), journalists such as Ida B. Wells-Barnett, and lists compiled by
groups such as the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI). Mexican women and White
women were also victimized by mob violence; however, the percentage of
Mexican women lynched is even less than the numbers for Black women. And
even though there were listings of White women as victims of lynching, there
were no statistical or analytical studies located that offered any specifics or
attempts at explanations; this statement is true of Indigenous/Native American
women, as well as Asian women.
These acts of violence toward women were not committed for virtuous
reasons. Indeed, African American women were not deemed to be virtuous at all.
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In addition, there are numerous accounts that detail the raping and savaging of
Black women’s bodies during these incidents, which would negate any supposed
defense of the virtuosity of women. This claim of protecting White women from
the vile desecration by Black men was the weak rationale for the lynching of
African American men. But what was the logic behind the lynching of White
women? What was the reasoning behind the lynching of any other women?
Lynching was not used only as a method for instilling fear within the
confines of the African American community. Lynching was not exclusive to
African American men; African American women, White women, and Mexican
women were lynched as well. A common thread in the execution of this type of
vigilante justice against women in the United States of America was a
misogynistic ideology rooted in the narrative of American exceptionalism. The
lynching of women was a savage tactic, employed by white, male-dominated
mobs in order to justify the subjugation of those who did not or could not conform
to the exclusivity of white societal norms. While African American women were
also subjected to the violence associated with these specific forms of oppression,
they bore the contributing factor of dehumanization, exhibited in their death as it
had been in their lives. The experiences of women victimized by lynching expose
a commonality of racism, sexism, and classism as causal factors, while African
American women’s mere existence demonstrates the contributing factor of
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dehumanization, which in and of itself further compounds the complexities
involved in this type of vigilante violence.
Recent historical inquiries into lynching usually focus on the African
American male as victim. Redirecting the focus by assessing these incidents of
lynching women will add to the overall dialogue on women’s history by revealing
the circumstances and environments in which this type of violence occurred. An
in-depth look at specific cases will demonstrate how elements of racism, sexism,
and classism combined to become considerable factors in this method of
vigilante brutality. This work will provide additional insight into the study of
lynching, support current theories of the roots of violence, and offer foundational
support for further investigation into the overall study of mob violence against
women.
There has not been a consideration of a commonality of factors that can
be applied to the lynching of women of all races. Most of the recent literature on
lynching women has focused specifically on African American women; other
studies are traditionally focused on race, rather than gender. Three cases were
used to comprise this study. The three women were from California, Oklahoma,
and Virginia. Of the three states, California (1850) and Oklahoma (1907) had
recently been granted statehood. Virginia (1788) was one of the thirteen original
colonies. These states were selected because all three of these women were the
first in their respective states to be lynched. In addition, racism, sexism, and
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classism can be traced through their documented histories and legislation. The
purpose of this thesis, therefore, is twofold. I propose to examine causal factors
of racism, sexism, and classism that factored into these lynchings, thereby
exploring the commonality in each of these women’s experiences; secondly, I
propose to demonstrate the reality of dehumanization which functions as a
contributing factor in the lynching of African American women, which inevitably
exacerbates their victimization by this type of violence.
Chapter One begins with a review of the literature, will provide a working
definition of lynching, and identify problematic data analyses. The perspective of
various historians of lynching will be reviewed which will also denote a lack of
sources on women’s experiences. A brief retrospective of the theory of
intersectionality from its pioneer Kimberlé Crenshaw, will display the complex
relationship between social categories and violence. Recognizing causal and
contributing factors of racism, sexism, classism, and dehumanization work in
conjunction with Crenshaw’s theory, which helped inform the argument in this
work, as these factors combined to enable male-dominated mob violence against
women.
Chapter Two introduces Josefa Segovia, a Mexican woman, and provides
the details of her untimely death in Downieville, California, 1851. A chapter from
a book by William Downie, the town’s founder, detailing the lynching, in addition
to work from prominent historians Josiah Royce and Hubert Howe Bancroft, will
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be included. Newspaper articles, books and a look at her legacy will help define
the racist, sexist, and classist environment that contributed to the lynching of the
first and only woman in California.
Chapter Three presents the story of Peb Falls, a White woman, and
relates the grisly facts of her life and death in Rockingham County, Virginia,
1897. Propaganda that attempted to manufacture a race war as well as elevating
classism and sexism will be evidenced in the various newspaper headlines that
reported the lynching incident. This chapter will demonstrate that while White
women were thought to be the impetus for lynching Black men, they were
victimized likewise if they did not fall within established social norms.
Chapter Four offers the story of Laura Nelson, an African American
woman lynched in Okemah, Okfuskee County, Oklahoma, 1911. As Black
women comprised a larger percentage of lynching deaths among women, and
are frequently not afforded the same attention as that of Black male or White
female victims of violence, a more in-depth analysis is required in order to
augment this segment of history. An assessment of the facts surrounding her
death, alongside her son L. D. Nelson, will include an examination of a letter from
the Governor of Oklahoma, magazine and newspaper articles, as well as
photographs of the lynching victims, all of which will expose causal factors of
racism, sexism, and classism. In tandem with these social constructs, the

7

contributing factor of dehumanization will underscore the disparate treatment
afforded Black women, which ultimately exacerbated their existence.
Chapter Five highlights the activism of those who worked to bring attention
to the atrocity of lynching. Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Mary Church Terrell, as well as
folk singer Woody Guthrie are acknowledged for their voices. As they diligently
fought to place an emphasis on the victims, the Federal government quavered in
its response. Over two hundred attempts to categorize lynching as a federal
crime have been filibustered, completely dismissed, or currently held up by a sole
politician. Pending legislation, sitting for months in a sub-committee, remains
unattended today.13
Chapter Six concludes the thesis synchronizing causal and contributing
factors of racism, sexism, classism, and dehumanization, to this method of
vigilante justice, in order to form an understanding of the complexities that helped
to justify lynching launched by male-dominated mobs against women. As with
any historical analysis, there will always be the necessity for further inquiries into
the cause and effect of events. This thesis endeavors to add a layer to the overall
knowledge of women’s studies, to bring to light the stories of these women, and

13

As of March 7, 2022, the Emmett Till Anti-Lynching Act passed through Congress, by both the
United States Senate and the United States House of Representatives. On March 29, 2022,
President Joseph R. Biden signed the legislation establishing it as law. See Appendix C for
excerpted portions of the legislation.

8

to provide a foundation for greater insight into the general study of violence
against women.
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CHAPTER ONE
HISTORIOGRAPHY

Lynching Women
In the public conscience lynching is usually regarded as a “male”
phenomenon, overwhelmingly thought of as an act of violence and terror against
African American men and the communities in which they lived. However,
women were also victimized by this form of vigilante justice. The number of
women lynched in the United States is comparatively small. For example, it is
documented that approximately five percent of African American women were
lynched during the Reconstruction Era (1865-1877) and beyond. The
percentages for White and Mexican women are even smaller, with statistics and
studies on Asian and Native American women difficult to locate. Neglecting these
facts, however, minimizes and devalues the experiences of these women at the
hands of angry mobs.
Black men were often executed because of false accusations of assault
and rape against White women, facilitated by an extreme environment of racism.
Women were subjected to this mob justice for a variety of reasons, including
murder, theft, and poisoning. Nevertheless, their existence and circumstances
often differed from that of men in that their experiences were caused by factors of
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racist, sexist, and classist ideologies, as well as a contributing factor of
dehumanization directed specifically toward Black women.
Determining causal and contributing factors in these incidents aids in
understanding the motivation behind such indefensibly violent acts, and would
ultimately assist in examining the socially constructed obstacles that women
faced. As of this writing, there has not been an examination of these factors that
can be attributed to women of all races. This effort becomes an analysis of how
racism, sexism, and classism, as well as dehumanization intersect to enable the
violence attributed to lynching women.
The consideration of these social constructs as a combination of factors in
this type of violence is a type of historical intersectionality analysis. The term
intersectionality has itself become contentious, but the ideology behind it has
allowed for historians, as well as those in other disciplines, to construct a better
understanding of the influences in the life experiences of the marginalized.
During the periods examined, these women belonged to marginalized groups,
particularly because of their gender, but also because of their race and social
status. In addition, Black women were regarded as less than human, which
allowed for disparate and degrading treatment. These factors overlapped, and
demonstrate the detrimental constraints under which these women existed.
In very simply defined terms, Kimberlé Crenshaw, who coined the term
intersectionality in 1989, developed the theory to describe how race, class and
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gender intersect and overlap with one another, creating such problems as
discrimination in employment.14 In Crenshaw’s article, “Mapping the Margins:
Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color,” she
argued:
Race, gender, and other identity categories are most often treated in
mainstream liberal discourse as vestiges of bias or domination – that
is, as intrinsically negative frameworks in which social power works
to exclude or marginalize those who are different. …The problem
with identity politics is not that it fails to transcend difference, as some
critics charge, but rather the opposite – that it frequently conflates or
ignores intragroup differences. In the context of violence against
women, this elision of difference in identity politics is problematic,
fundamentally because the violence that many women experience is
often shaped by other dimensions of their identities, such as race
and class.”15
Using Crenshaw’s concept as a theoretical framework provides a working
foundation for analyzing the violence of vigilante mob justice against all women.
In October, 2002, at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, an assembly of
historians and other academics joined together to attend the conference,
“Lynching and Racial Violence in America: Histories and Legacies.”16 In addition
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to the conference, a touring exhibition of photographs and postcards displayed
graphic documentation of the final moments of lynching victims. Included in the
exhibit was the only known surviving images of a woman lynched. Historian
Michael J. Pfeifer, whose studies transformed into the relationship of lynching to
the criminal justice system across the United States, called the conference a
watershed moment. He wrote, “The flowering of lynching scholarship over the
following decade could not have been fully anticipated in 1990, as the history of
mob violence was obscured in relative oblivion.”17
The scholarship theorizing the implications of lynching developed over
subsequent decades to include in-depth examinations of the lynching of African
Americans during the Reconstruction Era. The predominant focus has been
Black men, and the resurgence of these studies frequently references the work of
Ida B. Wells-Barnett (1862-1931).
The name Ida B. Wells-Barnett has been prominent in recent news cycles,
not exclusively for her accomplishments as an activist and investigative
journalist, but also for her small connection to the controversial 1619 Project.18 In
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2016, the project’s developer, noted journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones formed the
“Ida B. Wells Society for Investigative Reporting,” an organization that mentors
and trains investigative reporters of color.19 She uses the page name, “Ida Bae
Wells” on a social media account as a tribute, bringing Wells-Barnett present day
notoriety, and calls her “my spiritual godmother.” Statues have been erected in
Wells-Barnett’s home town of Memphis, Tennessee, as well as Chicago, Illinois,
where she spent the remainder of her life.20 It signifies the importance of WellsBarnett, not only as an investigative journalist, but as a great force in the fight
against discrimination, and an emphatic, bold voice against the lynching of
African Americans.
Hannah-Jones won a Pulitzer Prize for her work on the 1619 Project. On
the same day, Ida B. Wells-Barnett received a posthumous Pulitzer Prize special
citation for her “outstanding and courageous reporting on the horrific and vicious
violence against African Americans during the era of lynching.”21 Born into
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slavery, Wells-Barnett was influenced by the lynching of one of her friends. She
used her journalistic skills and published the results of her investigative efforts.
She was threatened with violence, and her press offices were burned down.
Wells-Barnett ultimately moved to Chicago, Illinois, where she continued her
work.22
Alongside Wells-Barnett was the voice and work of Mary Church Terrell
(1863-1954). Both women were important in the fight against racial
discrimination. Both of these activists were a part of renown organizations –
National Association of Colored Women (NACW) and the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) – that have continued the fight
for equality for all.23 And both women were active in highlighting the atrocities of
lynching. There is a necessity to include the names Ida B. Wells-Barnett, as well
as that of Mary Church Terrell (1863-1954) in any study of lynching. While Terrell
has not garnered as much notoriety in the current public discourse, her activism
and perspective alongside Wells-Barnett contributed a considerable vantage that
sought to illuminate the humanity of African Americans.
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In June, 1904, Terrell wrote an article titled, “Lynching from a Negro’s
Point of View,” which gave a different voice to the savagery of lynching. With her
words Terrell hoped to enlighten those who might have become desensitized to
the nature of the act. She wrote:
What, then, is the cause of lynching? At the last analysis, it will be
discovered that there are just two causes of lynching. In the first
place, it is due to race hatred, the hatred of a stronger people toward
a weaker who were once held as slaves. In the second place, it is
due to the lawlessness so prevalent in the section where nine-tenths
of the lynchings occur. …Lynching is the aftermath of slavery. The
white men who shoot negroes to death and flay them alive, and the
white women who apply flaming torches to their oil-soaked bodies today, are the sons and daughters of women who had but little, if any,
compassion on the race when it was enslaved.24
Terrell’s efforts were meant to provide insight into the effects of lynching
on those victimized, as well as to provide an understanding of the causes. Her
analysis, that hatred and lawlessness were the prevalent driving forces, boiled
down to racism. Terrell’s work mentioned the lynching of African American
women, but it was in conjunction with that of men, and did not offer any
conclusions on why women were lynched separate to that of men. Her insight,
however, remains an important stratagem in the attempt to understand the
reasons for this practice of vigilante violence against women.
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In addition to Wells-Barnett and Terrell, activist Jovita Idár (1885-1946)
used her voice and journalistic platform to speak out against injustices in the
Mexican American community. From her home in Texas, she worked with her
father, who was a newspaper editor and civil rights activist.25 Idár took a stand
against racism, and brought attention to the plight of victims of mob violence,
often writing articles addressing injustice. In her family’s Spanish-language
newspaper, La Crónica, she uncovered the segregation, lynching, and other
injustices that Mexican Americans faced. A biography detailed her work in the
following manner:
At a time when signs announcing “No Negroes, Mexicans, or Dogs
Allowed” were common in shops, restaurants, and other public
places, she helped organize the First Mexicanist Congress in 1911,
a convention that tackled racism and the lynching of Mexican
Americans, launching the civil rights movement for Mexican
Americans in the U.S. She helped create the League of Mexican
Women, one of the first known Latina feminist organizations, and
served as its first president.26
Violence against African American women following the period of
enslavement was not an anomaly. After the Civil War (1861-1865), the formerly
enslaved attempted to acclimate to a new environment, a new way of life, but
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faced many obstructions. In the book, To ‘Joy My Freedom: Southern Black
Women’s Lives and Labors after the Civil War, author Tera W. Hunter addressed
the conflict that still existed between the newly freed and their former masters, as
well as the implementation of illegal methods of justice. She wrote:
The war continued on the home front during Reconstruction after the
Confederacy’s military defeat. Ex-slaves declared their rights to
enjoy the fruits of their labor and to reconstitute their lives as
autonomous human beings. Owners-turned-employers showed their
determination to mold a subservient black female work force and
marshaled legal and extralegal measures to that end.27
The Reconstruction Era brought on an epidemic of lynching African
Americans. James Elbert Cutler (1876-1959) offered one of the first scholarly
examinations of lynching in 1905. Although Cutler was a political economist
earning a Ph.D. from Yale University in 1903, his work was primarily sociological
in nature and centered around reformist causes.28 Cutler wrote, “It has been said
that our country’s national crime is lynching.” He argued that lynching was a
criminal practice which was peculiar to the United States. “The frequency and
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impunity of lynchings in the United States is justly regarded as a serious and
disquieting symptom of American society.”29
Mary Church Terrell also noted that this practice of lynching would cause
a reproach throughout the civilized world. She wrote, “In November, 1903, a
manifesto signed by delegates from all over the world was issued at Brussels,
Belgium, by the International Socialist Bureau, protesting against the lynching of
negroes in the United States.”30
Cutler’s reasoning for this anomaly was that Americans maintained a
wholly different attitude toward the law. He argued:
The value of laws as rules of conduct is not minimized, but there is
no sense of sanctity pertaining to them. To outwit, avoid, defy, or
forget the laws is not a serious offense so long as an appeal can be
made to the individual sense of justice in support of such courses of
action. …The people consider themselves a law unto themselves.31
Cutler’s eye on the disparities in American society was validated by his
recognition of the injustice involved in lynching. He made clear the difference in
the United States and other countries by saying, “…the consequent immunity
from punishment which is generally accorded to lynchers renders an American
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mob exceedingly open to the suggestion of lynching.”32 His work stopped short of
offering an explanation for the lynching of women.
One of the many problems recognized in the scholarship continues to be a
consistency in the working definition of lynching. For the purposes of this
examination, the definition provided by authors William D. Carrigan and Clive
Webb in their study of the lynching of persons of Mexican origin is appropriate.
Carrigan and Webb defined lynching as “a retributive act of murder for which
those responsible claim to be serving the interests of justice, tradition, or
community good.”33
The conflict in the study of lynching also finds difficulty in determining its
origins in this country. The practice of mob violence has existed throughout
civilization; however, even in current analyses the prevailing discussions of
origins and a consistent definition are flush with conflicting ideas. Christopher
Waldrep examined two possible origin stories in his work. The first origin story
attributed lynching to Colonel Charles Lynch who used such violent tactics to
break a miner’s strike. The second referenced a Virginia farmer named William
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Lynch, who held no power, but became infamous in popular culture for his role in
attempting to bring a lawless character to justice.34
The origin of lynching is significant in the study of lynching, but definitive
examination relies on acceptable documentation. The importance of compiling
and analyzing correct data, therefore, rests on a proper definition. The analyst
must understand not only what gave rise to this method of vigilante violence, but
must consider a correct, consistent classification of the action. Waldrep
addressed this controversy as well in his article, “War of Words: The Controversy
over the Definition of Lynching, 1899-1940,” and concluded, “The different
meanings of the word over time indicate that antilynching reformers understood
discourse as central to their struggle and fought hard to control it.” He noted that
opponents of lynching gathered in Tuskegee, Alabama on December 11, 1940, in
an effort to hammer out an agreed upon meaning.35 In Waldrep’s estimation,
southern newspapers defined it as a proper response to heinous crimes, but he
argued that even those condemning lynching promoted the idea of black
criminality.36
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These conflicts surrounding the origin and definition of lynching extended
to endorsements of lynching as justification. If the purported criminal behavior of
the victim was atrocious enough, then the justification for the lynching was
legitimize. In newspapers and public opinion, ‘legitimized lynching’ was not
reported as anything other than a necessary means for handling criminal
behavior; therefore, compiling a correct tally was difficult. In sociologist Cutler’s
work in 1905, he concluded, “In the course of this investigation it has become
evident that there is usually more or less public approval, or supposed favorable
public sentiment, behind a lynching. Popular justification is the sine qua non of
lynching, distinguishing it from murder, assassination, or insurrection.”37
Waldrep noted that Wells-Barnett used a statistical approach in her
journalistic efforts, and included responding to the actual site of the lynching. He
also wrote that Monroe N. Work, a sociologist, sought an objective, empirical
definition of lynching so commonplace that even the NAACP accepted it, defining
lynching in 1916 as murder sanctioned by the community.38 The NAACP’s
current official definition is, “A lynching is the public killing of an individual who
has not received any due process.” They go on further to describe the factors
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involved stating, “A typical lynching involved a criminal accusation, an arrest, and
the assembly of a mob, followed by seizure, physical torment, and murder of the
victim.”39
Because of these varying definitions, historically the number of lynching
victims has been difficult to tabulate. There are also discrepancies in the
numbers of victims of this violence because there were obviously no official
governmental records or accounts of lynchings (other than newspaper accounts),
nor were very many of those in the lynch mobs arrested and charged. In
sociologist Arthur F. Raper’s inquiries compiled in 1933, titled, The Tragedy of
Lynching, he wrote, “Of the tens of thousands of lynchers and onlookers, the
latter not guiltless, only forty-nine were indicted and only four have been
sentenced. Chief among the factors rendering the courts ineffective was the
prevalent indifference of peace officers and court officials and the apathy of the
general white public concerning matters affecting Negroes.”40
According to the Equal Justice Initiative’s (EJI) multi-year investigation into
lynching during the period between the Reconstruction Era and World War II
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(1939-1945), there were 4,075 documented racial terror lynchings of African
Americans.41 The NAACP placed the number at 4,743 from 1882 to 1968.42 In an
article by Alex Fox in the Smithsonian Magazine, his new reporting brought the
number of victims of racial terror killings to almost 6,500.43 As can be discerned
from these various totals, the discrepancies lie in data collection and time frames.
An updated in-depth look at lynching data by Charles Seguin and David
Rigby, published in 2019, varied from the other sources in that it differentiated
between three distinctive regimes over the period from 1883 to 1941. Their
findings were enumerated in specific charts and diagrams for what they term the
Wild West regime, the slavery regime, and a third minor regime, covering the
contiguous United States. One of their results indicate that lynching of Blacks
clustered in areas that had high rates of slavery in 1860, and much of the slavery
regime of lynching followed the spread of cotton agriculture.44 Seguin and
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Rigby’s analysis was an update of one produced by Stewart E. Tolnay and E. M.
Beck, documented in their book A Festival of Violence.45 Their data concurred
with Tolnay and Beck in that lynching was “an integral element of an agricultural
economy that required a large, cheap, and docile labor force.”46 While this data is
important in an overall study of lynching, it does not offer a more in-depth and
specific look at the women who were victims of this violence.
A list of 169 female lynching victims appeared in Crystal N. Feimster’s
book on the politics of rape and lynching.47 There were several variations on that
number as well, with some estimates much closer to 200. David Baker and
Gilbert Garcia in their analysis of Black female lynchings have constructed an
inventory of 188 confirmed cases.48 Ken Gonzales-Day in his work on victims of
Mexican descent documented thirty-eight percent (132) of the 352 victims of mob
violence in California between 1850-1936.49 These numbers did not specifically
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address Mexican women, and as with the overall numbers of victims, there was
no authoritative record keeping an accurate account of this illegal activity.
There is an obvious disparity in the number of males vs. female victims.
That disparity is part of the reason why many people think of lynching as
distinctly a “male” phenomenon. In any of these totals the percentage of women
lynched is perhaps small, but is definitely not insignificant.
Baker and Garcia, among other scholars, have noted that “most studies of
racial violence have paid little attention to the particular suffering of Black
women, and as a result, racial violence against Black women has been little
understood.”50 The purpose of their study was to obtain a more accurate
rendering of the number of female victims. Their response to the lack of more
scholarship on this specific type of violence centered around the problems that
have plagued most research on African American women. The dearth of
information creates an impediment when attempting certain examinations. Baker
and Garcia provided several reasons for this absence of scholarship on lynching
numbers. They wrote:
The more widespread difficulties encountered in researching female
lynchings involve uncovering factual inaccuracies on the gender and
race of lynching victims, discerning victims who did not actually die
from injuries suffered from mob violence, and identifying victims who
more accurately perished from private murders or lawful executions
unrelated to lynching activity. It is also difficult for researchers to
ascertain black female lynchings because historical records often
50
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identify female victims as simply wife, mother, daughter, or sister
without reference to a name.51
Baker and Garcia’s study involved compiling a master list of unconfirmed
Black female lynchings and verifying them against digitized newspaper
documentation, academic sources, and other reputable resources. They
criticized the lists used by some historians, specifically Feimster, Maria De
Longoria, and Kathleen O’Shea.52 Citing irregularities in the primary sources
used, such as those from the NAACP, the Chicago Tribune, and the Department
of Records and Archives at Tuskegee University, Baker and Garcia explained
that the primary data sources were flawed, and could result in misleading
conclusions.53
Historians have addressed the origins of the spectacle itself as well as the
reasons attributed to this mob method of exacting justice. Baker and Garcia
argued that their method supported the conclusion that vigilante violence against
Black women and girls was a means of gendered racial oppression in American
society. They wrote, “Black female lynchings were symbolic and cautioned
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marginalized black women and girls to maintain their inferior place in society to
white male supremacy.”54
The ideology of white male supremacy as a factor is predominant in many
scholarly discussions of lynching. Instilling fear in the African American
community was necessary to remind the formerly enslaved of their place in
society. Historian W. Fitzhugh Brundage in the introduction to his collection of
essays recalled Mark Twain’s disdain at the atrocities of lynching. Brundage
wrote, “As Twain well understood, the horror of lynching at once manifested
some of the deepest, most tenacious prejudices held by Americans and raised
troubling questions about the prospects for any measure of justice and civility in
the United States.” Twain himself proffered his ire in an article titled, “The United
States of Lyncherdom.”55
Fitzhugh also included an account of a lynch mobs’ intimidation tactics by
relating the story of Benjamin E. Mays, who became an eye-witness to a mob at
the age of 4 years old. Fitzhugh wrote:
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Seven decades later, when Benjamin E. Mays chronicled his
distinguished career as a black educator and activist, he too saw the
lynch mob as a tragic symbol of race relations in the American South.
The accumulation of news accounts, oral testimonies, and lived
experiences of racist violence were a constant reminder to Mays and
all African Americans of their oppression. Lynching was a powerful
tool of intimidation that gripped blacks’ imagination whether they
lived in a mob-prone part of the South or in the relative safety of a
border state.56
In a more current forum on the examination of lynching, Dr. Trichita Marie
Chestnut in her dissertation on Black women victims of lynching, discussed the
connection between white male supremacy and the lynching of African American
women. She posed an important question: “If lynching protected White women
from African American men, why were African American women and children
lynched?” Her study brought into focus intimidation as a pretext for violence
against women; it also revealed how defiant women were lynched well into the
twentieth century.57 She quoted sociologist Jonathan Markovitz from his book,
Legacies of Lynching: Racial Violence and Memory, who wrote, “Lynchings were
intended to create collective memories of terror and white supremacy.” 58 Her
study built upon Markovitz’s theory of collective memories in the legacy of
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lynchings. She considered lynching as a vivid symbol of racism and a tool of
psychological intimidation, as did Markovitz, but she went further by examining
the effects on the relatives living with the reality of white mob violence as a
means of terrorization.59
Analyst David V. Baker in his study of executions examined the systemic
oppression of executed Black women from the earliest periods of American
history. Baker argued that the most consistent factor in Black female executions
[different from lynchings] throughout U.S. history was criminal justice authorities’
executions of Black women largely for challenging gendered and racist
exploitation. He concluded, “White lynch mobs effectively augmented the legal
killing of black women in postbellum society and lowered black female execution
rates.”60
Chestnut noted, “When incidents of lynching reached its highest peak in
the 1890s, the number of African American men lynched for allegedly raping
White women became a weekly event in southern states.” She then argued that
“…whites intensified their assaults on the moral character of African American
womanhood and they continued to ignore sexual and racial violence against
African American women. Therefore, it appeared that when lynching attacked the
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patriarchs, whether that would be a husband or son, the surviving family had
become victims as well.”61 This was an important conclusion because it
demonstrated how this type of violence also had a detrimental effect on
survivors. The terror that was conveyed became a constant reminder to the
families of the victim as well as the community. The constant fear of further
repercussions had a traumatizing effect; the thought that anyone could be next
would often force families to leave their homes. While Chestnut’s statement
above referred to African American men who were lynched, the same conclusion
could apply to women victims of lynching, some of whom were mothers and
some of whom were pregnant.
Markovitz’s examination of lynching not only addressed the importance of
memory, but examined the evolution of lynching as a symbol of racial hatred and
a metaphor for race relations in popular culture, art, literature and political
speech. He credited the efforts of the antilynching movement with helping to
ensure that lynching would be understood not as a method of punishment for
black rapists, but as a terrorist practice that provided stark evidence of the
brutality of Southern racism and as America’s most vivid symbol of racial
oppression.62
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Feimster also argued that the lynching of Black women was often
portrayed as a means of protecting White women, using sensationalized
headlines to justify the mob’s deeds. She reasoned that the lynching of a Black
woman for a crime less than murder was not commonly accepted or approved by
the majority of White southerners in the early 1880s, because it was difficult to
justify lynching a Black woman without a dead White body to point to.63
Christine Arnold-Lourie discussed white-on-white mob violence in her
article on lynching. Her work analyzed three lynchings of White men in Maryland,
two of whose victims were White women, and one an Irish workman. ArnoldLourie argued:
Because the overwhelming majority of lynchings claimed black
victims who died at the hands of whites, historians have generally
constructed lynching as a phenomenon based on social divisions of
race and caste. Intraracial lynchings have received less attention,
certainly because such events occurred less frequently, but perhaps
also because white-on-white violence challenged the assumption
that race provided the most significant motivation for the brutal
killings through which Americans frequently sought extra-legal
punishment for criminal transgressions.64
Successive inquiries into white-on-white violence can further be expanded
by enhancing Chestnut’s question above and asking, “Why were White women
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lynched?” This has become a challenging question to answer because saving the
virtue of White women had often been the impetus for lynching Black men.
According to Feimster, “Between 1880 and 1930, whites who took the law into
their hands killed at least twenty-six white women.” White women were often
lynched for violent crimes, and unlike Black women, moral or sexual
transgressions. They were often portrayed as unwomanly and unworthy of
female protection.65 Feimster also argued that many cases of female lynchings
reveal Black and White women’s resistance to white supremacy and their
struggle for economic, political, and social justice.66
In addition to the limited amount of scholarship on White women as
victims of lynching, Carrigan and Webb noted in their article on the lynching of
persons of Mexican origin that, “Historians, sociologists, and scholars in a variety
of disciplines have been deploying exciting new models and theories to help us
understand white-on-black mob violence, but they have not thought to include
racial violence against Mexicans in their analysis.”67 Gonzales-Day also argued
that historians needed to rethink histories of the west that have tended to ignore
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the racial dimensions of vigilante violence in favor of a narrative of “frontier
justice.”68
Conclusion
In consideration of the work of the above historians, the wide-spread
amount of literature on African American women victims of mob violence is
conducive to a rise in an interest of their experiences. However, it raises the
issue of inadequate and incomplete analyses of other women victims of this
injustice. Mexican women and White women all suffered “at the hands of persons
unknown,” yet the studies of these experiences are frequently limited to data
collection, and not necessarily cause and effect.69 In addition, further studies are
needed to confirm Indigenous/Native American and Asian women as victims.
In 1997, Brundage wrote, “It is noteworthy that no historian addressed the
topic of lynching in a major scholarly work until the late 1970s. For their analysis
of lynching, historians seem to have been content to rely on sociologist Arthur
Raper’s Tragedy of Lynching, published in 1933, a cautiously scientific study rich
in descriptive material but lacking in explanatory power.”70 It is clear from these

68

Pfeifer, “At the Hands of Parties Unknown.”; Gonzales-Day, Lynching in the West.

“At the hands of persons unknown” is a phrase illuminating the fact that often members of the
violent mobs were known to authorities, but they were never arrested and charged with lynching.
The violent incidents were closed to further investigation because of the declaration that no one
knew who participated in the lynching. See also, Philip Dray, At the Hands of Persons Unknown:
The Lynching of Black America. New York, The Modern Library. 2002.
69

70

Brundage, Under Sentence of Death.

34

historical analyses that the work of historians, and those in other disciplines, is
incomplete in regards to the study of lynching as it applies to women. It is also
readily apparent that this difficult subject has a limited sphere due to
discrepancies in defining lynching and incomplete analytical data, and reveals a
glaring absence in the comprehensive understanding of how all women fit into
the framework of a history that claims exceptionalism and denies atrocities.
These analyses demonstrate the lack of sufficient scrutiny that has previously
been the standard, as well as an insufficient understanding of the neglectful and
tragic manner in which women were victimized that has prevailed. The following
analysis is an effort to add to existing scholarship on lynching. It is an attempt to
understand how the social categories of racism, sexism, and classism became
overlapping causal factors and a commonality in this vigilante violence against
women; it will also demonstrate a marked difference in the experiences of Black
women by examining a contributing factor of dehumanization.
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CHAPTER TWO
JOSEFA SEGOVIA - 1851
“A Life for a Life” – The Miner’s Law
William D. Carrigan and Clive Webb in their study of the lynching of
persons of Mexican origin asserted, “Although photographic evidence of
numerous Mexican lynching victims exists, its omission created a false
impression that Mexicans had not been the targets of organized racial violence.”
The authors pointed out that recent scholarship focused on Black victims in the
South and have not thought to include racial violence against Mexicans in their
analysis.71 As with other efforts in the study of lynching, exclusionary practices by
historians and those in other disciplines perpetuates insufficient and incorrect
data, as well as inconclusive analyses. It is necessary to take into account all
those victimized by this vigilante method in order to recognize predominant
factors that generate this degree of specious justice.
Carrigan and Webb’s data showed that between the years 1851-1860
there were 160 lynchings of Mexicans. In total, California ranked second with
188, behind Texas with a total of 282.72 They concluded, “…many of the lynch
mobs acted less out of a rational interest in law and order than an irrational
prejudice towards racial minorities. Their members expressed contempt for the
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due process of law by snatching suspected Mexican criminals from courtrooms
or prison cells and then executing them.”73 These acts were not exclusive to
Mexican men, as Downieville was the site of the first recorded instance of a
woman lynched in the newly formed state of California. In 1851, Josefa Segovia
fell victim to mob violence as she was drug from a courtroom and led by a
vigilante group to a nearby hastily erected scaffolding and hung.
California was established as a state in 1850, after Mexico had ceded the
territory with the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848), as a result of
the Mexican-American War (1846-1848).74 With the discovery of gold, and the
westward movement of settlers in search of fortune, the frequency of racist
violence against Mexicans and Native Americans increased, however, these
narratives infrequently found a voice.
Racism, sexism, and classism in California, in the mining areas, was no
different than occurrences in the rest of America. Pamphlets, literature, journals,
and word of mouth helped to spread a white supremacist ideology across the
country as White individuals migrated to the west and brought their preconceived
notions about Mexicans, African Americans, Asians, and Native Americans to the
mines.
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In the midst of the California Gold Rush era, Downieville, California
displayed a perfect conflation of racism, sexism, and classism as it justified
vigilante violence. Those who wrote histories of the west and California at the
time placed an emphasis on the physical attributes of Josefa Segovia, her
heritage and womanhood, and attempted to whitewash her experience with
language that dismissed the cruelty involved. Focusing on her beauty and the
use of such language reshaped the telling of Josefa’s lynching. The rewriting of
Josefa’s experience also revealed a difference in the perception of certain
women who were victimized by lynching.
This chapter will examine the lynching of Josefa Segovia, and identify
factors of racism, sexism, and classism in California’s mining area. I argue that
these social constructs were causal factors that converged, and ultimately
sanctioned the vigilante violence that allowed for the lynching of Segovia. She
resided in an environment created by a white, male-dominated society which
sought to eliminate those who could not or would not conform to white societal
norms. This chapter is comprised of three sections. The first section will present
a brief history of Downieville, California, an important town in the mining district,
and the site of the lynching of Josefa Segovia. The second section addresses the
circumstances of the lynching, examining newspaper articles and first-hand
accounts. The third section flags the causal factors of racism, sexism, and
classism directed toward Mexican women in the White, male-dominated mining
areas, thusly facilitating the violent act of lynching.
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History of Downieville
The lynching of Josefa Segovia took place in Downieville, California, a
small town located in the northern portion of the state in what is currently Sierra
County. According to the Sierra County Chamber of Commerce, Downieville was
established in 1849, as a result of the booming gold rush. The town was
prosperous, including 15 hotels, gambling houses, bakeries and butcher shops,
and was considered to be a trading center. It grew to become the fifth-largest
town, but lost out to Sacramento in a bid to become the state capitol.75
Depictions of Downieville in the following illustrations show a small town nestled
in a valley near the confluence of the Downie and Yuba Rivers. (Illustrations 1-2)
The third picture depicts Major William Downie, the town’s founder. (Illustration 3)
According to a sign posted at the entrance of the town, in 1851 the
population had in excess of 5,000 inhabitants.76 It is unclear if these numbers
were inclusive for all of Yuba County, of which Downieville was a part. California
census records from 1852 listed Downieville with a population of 810; the most
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recent totals place the population at 158.77 It purports to have the oldest weekly
publication for the state that is still in service, The Mountain Messenger, which
dates to 1853; editions of the paper at the time had no subsequent reporting on
the Segovia lynching. The Mountain Messenger is currently Sierra County’s only
legal publication, and its claim to fame are contributions by writer Mark Twain.78
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Illustration 1. Downieville In The Early fifties.79

William Downie, 1850s Downieville, “Downieville in the early fifties,” Wikimedia Commons.
Accessed September 25, 2021, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:1850s_Downieville.jpg.
This photograph depicts William Downie, after whom the town was named.
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Illustration 2. Downieville, California, 1860s.80

Illustration 3. The Old Cabin At Downieville.81
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“A Gentle Strangulation”
One common attempt at the justification of vigilante violence was due to
the proximity of law enforcement, routinely non-existent in remote towns. Another
reason was the mob’s attempt to exact justice for alleged victims of frequently
contrived “wrongs.” These incidents were substitutes for lawful judgement by
juries, and violent tactics were disguised as a necessity for the good of the
community. This section addresses the lynching incident using histories of the
state written by prominent historians of the time, newspaper articles and a
personal memory to uncover specifics surrounding the lynching of Josefa
Segovia. The details of the incident in Downieville, California in 1851, are limited
and often contradictory, including listing and spelling of names. There are,
however, specific facts that inform history’s understanding of the catalyst and
finally the lynching itself.
Josefa Segovia was a working-class woman of Mexican descent. She
resided with her husband, José, who was a card dealer in a local bar. Josefa also
worked as a waitress at the business, which catered to miners. Joe Cannan was
a miner who, along with several companions, had visited the bar that evening.
After hours, Cannan and his companions stopped at the residence of Josefa and
José. Cannan, in a drunken state, broke the door to the residence, and assaulted
Josefa. Upon exiting he held a scarf belonging to his victim, and was implored to
return it. The following morning Joe returned to Josefa’s residence and an
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argument ensued. Cannan followed her into her home, and was ultimately
stabbed in the chest.
Josefa was arrested for the murder of Joe Cannan, faced a speedy, onesided trial amid cries of lynching from hundreds of voices in the large crowd of
spectators, was quickly convicted and drug from the courtroom to a hastily
constructed scaffolding. In an effort to preserve her own dignity, Josefa placed
the noose around her own neck and declared that she would do the same thing
again if she were so provoked.
Contemporaneous accounts were recorded in several local newspapers.
The first to report the incident was the Marysville Daily Herald on July 8, 1851.
The headline read, “A Woman Hung at Downieville.” Deputy Sheriff Gray
informed the newspaper that a “Spanish woman was hung for stabbing to the
heart a man by the name of Cannan, killing him instantly.” Deputy Gray related
the events to the paper as follows:
The deceased, in company with some others, had the night
previously entered the house of the woman, and created a riot and
disturbance, which so outraged her, that when he presented himself
the next morning to apologize for his behavior, he was met at the
door by the female, who had in her hand a large bowie knife, which
she instantly drove into his heart. She was immediately arrested,
tried, sentenced, and hung at 4 o’clock in the afternoon of the same
day.82
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Several subsequent newspaper accounts in the days following the incident
reported the same information, with the Daily Alta California, dated July 9, 1851,
attributing the story to the Times and the Union of Sacramento, as well as the
Marysville Herald dated July 8, 1851.83
Noted historian Josiah Royce (1855-1916), professor of philosophy at
Harvard University, in his coverage of the incident credited the newspaper, the
Daily Pacific Star of San Francisco, California, dated July 19, 1851, of which he
attested was a never-before used source, as having provided an extended
version of the account from an eye-witness.84 Royce wrote, “All accounts make
her a woman of considerable beauty, of some intelligence and vivacity, and of a
still quite youthful appearance; and she seems to have been a person not at all
despised in the camp.” From Royce’s point of view:
The fact remains that in Downieville, far up in the northern mines,
was committed in the summer of 1851 the most outrageous act of
lynch law in all the pioneer annals, the entirely unnecessary hanging
of a woman, whose death, under the circumstances, was plainly due,
not merely to her known guilt, but quite as much to the fact that she
California Digital Newspaper Collection. “Sacramento Intelligence in Daily Alta California,
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was not an American. And the deed was not only done but defended
by American miners.85
Royce added that the citizens “organized a popular court, in the ordinary
lynchers’ form, with an elected judge and a jury. …A gentle man protested
against this popular violence, but was ordered by the crowd to ‘consult his own
safety and desist.’ …A physician gave his opinion that she was with child in the
third month, but was contradicted by another, who gave his opinion that ‘differed
altogether from the first physician.’”86
Several decades after the fact an eyewitness account provided additional
compelling details. J. Q. A. Ballou, at 94 years old, was interviewed by the
Fairbanks Weekly News Miner [Fairbanks, Alaska] in 1921. Ballou would have
been 24 years old at the time of the incident. When interviewed, he was the sole
person living who observed the lynching of Josefa. The following information is
compiled from Ballou’s interview:
Ballou placed the date of occurrence of the initial incident on July 3 rd,
1851. He stated that Frank Cannon, a miner, was very quarrelsome. Cannon
went to a drinking house and encountered a man named José Loiza. José had
with him a Mexican woman, to whom he was not married, but lived with as man
and wife. Later that night Cannon and his group of friends attempted to force
their way into the house where Loiza and the woman resided, but they were
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rebuffed. Cannon and his friends were indignant and returned with a larger
crowd, and succeeded in forcing their way into the home to attack the woman.
She stabbed Cannon, killing him. The next morning the woman was taken from
her home to be tried. The trial was held in an empty building, and nearly the
entire population waited outside. Lynching talk was in the air. When the word
came out that she had been found guilty of murder, she was drug by the crowd of
men to the bridge over Yuba River, at which a scaffold had already been erected.
He turned away his gaze and the woman died in that instance. The town of
Downieville felt that justice had been done.87
Major William Downie, founder of the town, in his book, Hunting for Gold,
recollected the story of Josefa as well. In a chapter he titled, “Lynching A
Beauty,” Downie acknowledged the vigilante justice that had overtaken the town,
but seemed to acquiesce that it was a necessary condition. Downie wrote:
But for many years, even after that important event [4 th of July], the
social conditions in these parts partook of the characteristics of
border life. The population had increased, and there were signs that
many had come there to stay, but the place was isolated, far from
the center of law, order and protection, and so the people took the
law into their own hands, when occasion demanded it.”88
Downie’s retelling of the lynching of “Juanita” did not differ drastically from
the eyewitness account, however, he made sure to place an emphasis on what
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he considered her beauty. According to the miner’s parlance she was “well put
up.” He described her physical characteristics:
Her figure was richly developed and in strict proportions; her features
delicate, and her olive complexion lent them a pleasing softness. Her
black hair was neatly done up on state occasions, and the lustre in
her eyes shone in various degrees, from the soft dove-like
expression of a love-sick maiden, to the fierce scowl of an infuriated
lioness, according to her temper, which was the only thing not well
balanced about her.89
He also noted her personality, her pride and self-possession, and her
“Spanish-Mexican mixture, the blood of her fathers which flowed fast and warmly
in her veins.” He praised her efforts to make her companion comfortable, writing
that she cooked his meals, mended his clothes, and otherwise added to his
comforts. It is not clear when he had written this chapter, but he could not
recollect the Mexican [José] with whom she resided. Nor did he comment on the
characteristics or stature of Cannon, as he had so expressively described Josefa,
noting only that he was extremely drunk, spoke Spanish, and was attempting to
smooth over the misfortune of the previous evening.90
Downie related the debate amongst the crowd who desired immediate
lynching. He wrote, “But the miners’ law was ‘Life for Life.’” In his version
“Juanita” dressed herself in her finest picturesque costume, and as she stood on
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the hastily erected scaffolding, boldly and bravely she herself placed the noose
around her own neck.91
An artist’s rendering of the lynching was included in William Downie’s
publication. The picture depicts a large group surrounding a barrel on top of
which stands a small woman with a noose around her neck. (Illustration 4)
Downie’s book was completed in 1893. He did not address the illustration, and
there was no reference to the artist. It is also noted that she was referred to as
“the Mexican Woman.”

Illustration 4. Hanging Of The Mexican Woman.92
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William Downie, “Hanging of Juanita in Downieville, ‘Hanging Of The Mexican Woman,’”
January 1, 1893, Wikimedia Commons. Accessed September 25, 2021,
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Another reference to the lynching of Josefa can be found in the works of
Hubert Howe Bancroft, an American self-styled historian and publisher, known
for his extensive accounts of the history of the western region of the United
States.93 One of Bancroft’s thirty-nine volumes of history addressed the Gold
Rush years. In what can only be described as a demonstrative practice in
creative writing, the historian related the story of the Downieville Tragedy. In the
following passage he explained the sentiment toward women in this mining city:
A woman to a mining-camp brought the odor of Araby, brought the
sunshine of Eden. The atmosphere was mellowed by her influence;
the birds sang sweeter for her coming, the ground was softer to sleep
on, the pick was lighter, and whiskey less magnetic. Fair was the
form of her, radiant her presence, thrilling her touch. Her dress was
as the drapery which shrouded the mysterious holy of holies, and
sacred was the hem of her garment. It mattered not so much to them
who or what she was; she might be chaste and fair or as wicked as
Jezebel, she was the impersonation of their fancy-ridden brain, the
expression of their innermost ideal of the beautiful and good.94
Women’s personal appearances and presence amongst the miners
seemed to be a great source of intrigue and fascination from those who resided
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in the mining camps as well as those who depicted the histories of this era. John
Frost, a historian who had 116 history books credited to him, included a
description of Mexican women in his history of California. Quoting from “a recent
tourist, to whom we have been indebted before,” he wrote:
The appearance of the women is graceful and coquettish. Their
petticoats, short enough to display in most instances a well-turned
ankle, are richly laced and embroidered, and striped and flounced
with gaudy colors, of which scarlet seems to have the preference.
Their tresses hang in luxuriant plaits down their backs; and in all the
little accessories of dress, such as earrings, necklaces, &c., the
costume is very rich.95
Frost did not address the incident in Downieville in his history of California,
but Bancroft’s reimagining of the lynching of Josefa Segovia included overly
dramatic descriptions of both parties. Of Josefa he wrote:
It was a little woman; young, too – only twenty-four. Scarcely five feet
in height, with a slender symmetrical figure, agile and extremely
graceful in her movements, with soft skin of olive hue, long black hair,
and dark, deep, lustrous eyes, opening like a window to the fagotflames which, kindled with love or hate, shone brightly from within.
…Her name was Juanita.96
Of Joe Cannon, Bancroft described him as a favorite of the camp. He
wrote:
The finest fellow that ever swung a pick or dislodged a bowlder. He
was over six feet high, straight as a poplar, with limbs as clean as
those of a newly barked madroño. In weight he fell not far short of
two hundred and forty, and it was all muscle; his chest was like that
of an ox, and the arms of Hercules hung from his shoulders. And yet
he would not harm a fly; his heart was as tender as his sinews were
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tough. Joe gone! Stabbed to death, and by a woman!97 (emphasis in
the original document)
Bancroft went on to explain the call for a jury. He proclaimed, “Twelve men
responded eagerly to the call for a jury; happy he who should have any part in
this gentle strangulation.”98 The imagery here turns the biblical David and Goliath
story on its head, placing Josefa as a mighty, but diminutive Goliath, who felled
an innocent, Herculean David. Her weapon, no slung stone, but a large knife
plunged deep. Whereas the Philistines scattered in fear in the original story,
these miners regrouped, and engaged in their own righteous revenge for their
fallen hero.
As time has passed, the legend of the lynching of Josefa Segovia has
evolved. She has been described in various sources as either a Mexican woman
or a Mexican American woman who lived with a man named José Maria Loiza.
Her name has been noted as Josefa, Josefa Segovia, Josefa Loiza, and she has
been called the “Spanish woman,” the “Mexican woman,” Juanita, and Pretty
Juanita. The name of the miner has been listed as Joe Frederick Cannon,
Frederick Alexander Augustus Cannan, Frederick Cannan, and Cainan. It is
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contradictory from written accounts whether Loiza was Josefa’s husband or
merely her partner. José has been described as a dealer, and in one account, a
gambler.
Several accounts stated that after breaking down the door, as he exited
the residence, Cannon was observed to be carrying Josefa’s scarf; according to
his friends he returned the item. There is debate on whether Cannon attempted
to or succeeded in raping Josefa. Other accounts noted that as he returned the
following day, he, Josefa, and José argued over replacing the door, though some
indicated he merely wanted to apologize. One source alleged that Cannon, who
was known to speak Spanish, was challenged to follow Josefa into the residence
after calling her a “whore,” at which time she stabbed him in the heart. 99
A more recent examination of the lynching by Maythee Rojas provided
additional information that was missing from other accounts. Rojas stated that
José was a monte dealer at the Craycroft Saloon, and Josefa was a waitress.
She located a previously unknown account in a Chilean newspaper, written in
Spanish and stored on microfilm at the California State Library. She wrote that
the Chilean newspaper indicated that Josefa had been raped, but Rojas
attributed this recounting as a way for the writers of the news article to prove
Latino manhood. Josefa and José were taken into custody and a tribunal was
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hastily set up, led by local rancher, John Rose, who had been dubbed “Judge
Lynch.” After a few hours, Josefa was sentenced to death, and José was run out
of town. She was taken to a makeshift platform where she was hanged. Her last
action was to place the noose over her own head as she declared, “I would do
the same again if I was so provoked.”100
Rojas also addressed the aftermath, noting that José’s life was spared.
She provided one additional detail found in the California justice records. José
filed a claim in Mexico against the state of California for hanging his wife. He
asked for $300,000, but the case was ultimately dismissed.101
Racism, Sexism, and Classism in 1850s California Mining Area
Identifying causal factors is an important component in historical analysis,
and can be used in this instance for understanding the environment that allowed
for such tragic and deadly events to occur. In the case of Josefa Segovia, three
dynamic social conditions functioned in an integrated manner, driving the
vigilantism that resulted in lynching. Racism, sexism, and classism factored into
the environment of the1850s mining town of Downieville, California. As a result,
lynching became the vehicle for this method of vigilante justice, a method found
not only in California, but exhibited in numerous cities across the nation. It was
seemingly sanctioned by a populace more often concerned with the acquisition of
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territory and wealth, rather than the well-being of or concern for its neighbors.
The necessity to consider these conditions and how they influenced violence,
specifically perpetuated against women, constructs a solid base for interpreting
the obstacles experienced in exploring women’s history as well as the on-going
struggle for equal rights today. The following section of this chapter establishes
as causal factors, racism, sexism, and classism that enveloped Downieville,
California, and created the environment that sanctioned the violence against
Josefa Segovia.
Pertinent to considering the anomaly that is lynching a woman is to note
the ratio of men to women in the early formation of the state. Historian John Frost
(1800-1859) provided germane data on the population as well as his analysis of
the lack of relationships between the men and women. In his history of California,
Frost wrote that there were “about ten thousand males, and scarcely a hundred
females; for although in many parts of California the latter outnumber the former,
the national prejudice against color was too strong for legitimate amalgamation to
take place.”102 This specific statement conveyed the prominence of racial animus
toward ethnic Mexicans in this new territory. The mixing of the races was frowned
upon, as was the popular sentiment across the nation. The phrase “legitimate
amalgamation” explained exactly where the sentiment toward people of color
rested.
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Questions arise, however, in the instance of rape. Could that be termed
“Illegitimate or forceful amalgamation?” And why was Joe Cannan’s incursion
into Josefa’s private residence not even considered by historians of the day as a
possible rape? Why did historians paint a blameless picture of Joe Cannan as a
pillar of the town? The answers to these questions demonstrate the prevalent
sexism in Downieville, California, and indicate a dismissal of women’s
experiences while reinforcing the notion of the privilege of White men during this
era.
Richard H. Peterson, in his study of cultural conflicts, described what he
termed as the “anti-Mexican nativism.” He noted, “It is well known that Yankees
abused Mexicans on the early California mining frontier.” He concluded that an
“equally important cause of the persecution suffered by Mexican miners can be
found in the migrating Yankee’s anti-Mexican cultural predisposition. In this
sense, nativism in California arose from national events and popular attitudes
rather than exclusively from local or economic circumstances.”103 Peterson
surmised:
By the beginning of the Gold Rush, popular accounts of Spanish and
Mexican California, the idea of Manifest Destiny, “scientific” theories
of racial miscegenation, the Mexican War, and travel to the placers
across Mexico had provided the Yankee gold seekers with a negative
stereotype of the Mexicans. They were regarded contemptuously as
indolent, politically decadent, racially inferior, Catholic, criminal, and
losers in a war of national destiny.104
Richard H. Peterson. “Anti-Mexican Nativism in California, 1848-1853: A Study of Cultural
Conflict,” Southern California Quarterly, Volume 62, Number 4 (Winter, 1980): 309-327. Accessed
November 12, 2021, https://www.jstor.org/stable/41170898?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents.
103

104

Peterson, “Anti-Mexican Nativism in California,” 321.

56

Rojas as well addressed the perceptions and racial hatred against the
Mexican population, noting a particular aversion toward women. She included an
excerpt from an opinion piece, published in the Stockton Times dated April 6,
1850, which expressly demonstrated this. The author of the piece, a veteran of
the Mexican-American War declared, “Mexicans have no business in this
country. I don’t believe in them. The men were made to be shot at, and the
women were made for our purposes. I’m a white man—I am! A Mexican is pretty
near black. I hate all Mexicans.”105 (emphasis in the original)
The opinion of the war veteran, coupled with the words of the historians,
and declaration by historian John Frost allow for the first interpretations and
analysis of both racism and sexism toward women of color during this era. The
prejudice exhibited toward Mexicans, combined with the obvious aversion toward
women and the blamelessness of Cannan demonstrated a behavior that showed
how easily dismissive these men were toward Josefa, and of the possibility or
acknowledgement that she could have been defending herself against his attack.
Antonia I. Castañeda, in her work on Spanish-Mexican women in the
California frontier, charged that popular histories such as the works by Bancroft
and Royce, provided the first impressions of Spanish-Mexican California and
accepted perceptions of its people available for public consumption; they
reflected a political and socioracial ideology that informed and supported
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subsequent marginalization of Mexicans in California. She wrote, “They reaffirm
the contradictory but stereotypic images found in the travel journals and other
documents.”106 Also, oftentimes there was no differentiation between Spanish
and Mexican heritage. One example Castañeda provided of Bancroft’s words
referencing race was the statement he made addressing “a race halfway
between the proud Castillian and the lowly root digger, existing halfway between
savagery and civilizations.”107
The words “savage” and “civilization” in this quote revealed the author’s
blatant racism; his specific use of the word “savage” conjured up beastly images,
wild, barbaric, uncivilized, and inhuman. In addition, Bancroft also promoted
classism in his work. The mere fact that he chose a method of comparison
exposed his attitude toward the cultures of those with Spanish and Mexican
heritages, which demonstrated a nod toward a group’s worthiness or value in a
society. Ranking according to lineage established a hierarchy. That Bancroft, a
White male, was defining what was acceptable and disdainful placed him in a
position of dominance. Because of the popularity of his work, he helped to
establish not only the perceived superiority of the dominant class, but justified the
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beliefs and prejudices of others. It was in this manner that these social
constructs, racism and classism, combined and became influential.
Employed as a waitress, Josefa was a working-class woman. The
practices, policies, and beliefs of the dominant class were evident in her
experiences, and in the manner in which she was perceived. The working-class
was often disadvantaged by differential treatment, as observed in the actions
toward people based on their perception of those in various social classes.
Working-class women obviously had no power or authority, and no voice over
their own lives, which was repeatedly exampled in the dismissal of their
experiences. Their social and economic station in life dictated their value. As
such, they were oppressed by a system far more concerned with wealth than
fairness. In the instance of the murder of Joe Cannan by Josefa Segovia,
Cannan was presented as a miner, well-to-do, and a pillar of the community. It
was his status that had been defended by newspaper accounts and historians’
words, while Josefa was cast as worthless. Had Josefa had been a White woman
of wealth, and attained greater societal acceptance, she would have fared better.
This idea of a classist environment was also evident in the manner in
which Josefa was “handled,” specifically in her court appearance. The dismissal
of her possible pregnancy, the quick manner in which she was convicted and
drug from the courthouse, and the attitude of the so-called “Judge Lynch” along
with the crowd, signified the existence of classism. The behavior of the judge and
jury in this instance demonstrated an epic power differential between the upper,
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dominant classes and the poor, lower, working classes. She was without
sufficient representation, and even though someone stood to her defense, they
were quickly rebuffed.
There are several prominent written versions of the history of California.
As seen through the eyes of many, the historians who wrote these popular
chronicles detailed various aspects of the lives and experiences of the men and
women of the west. Frost provided an eye-opening account of vigilante violence.
He defined lynch law as “the only resort of the wronged in pocket, or the friends
of the murdered, exercised its terrible power, and tended to prevent the crimes
that would, otherwise, have been frequent.” He provided the following example:
A sailor, a deserter from the Ohio, took it into his head, one night, to
rob one of the volunteers, who had set up a drinking store. …after a
hot pursuit, the thief was captured, and bound to a tree until morning.
At about nine, a jury of twelve miners sat to consider the case, a
volunteer named Nutman officiating for Judge Lynch. Of course, he
was found guilty, and sentenced to be hanged; but, some opposition
being raised to depriving him of life, and a milder punishment
suggested; it was finally determined that he should receive a hundred
lashed on his bare back, have his ears cut off, and his head shaved,
so that he might be every where recognized in the mining districts.
This sentence gave general satisfaction.108
Compare this wording to that of Bancroft’s description of a “gentle
strangulation,” and one can instantly recognize that Bancroft was attempting to
minimize what had occurred. Bancroft, as well as other historians writing about
this incident, understood the implications of how lynching Josefa would be
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viewed overall. To call it “gentle” removed the extreme violence associated with
lynching, and attempted to lessen the harshness of this type of punishment.
Oscar Ochoa, in his analysis of the historical narratives of 19th century
historians Josiah Royce and Hubert Howe Bancroft, proposed to respond to two
concepts related to the lynching of Josefa. He endeavored to demonstrate how
each of these authors’ representations of the figures involved in the lynching
reveal bias in race, ethnicity, and gender, in conjunction with the ideology of
Manifest Destiny.109 He also attempted to answer the question of how the
language used by these historians appeared to justify the violence against
Josefa.110
Ochoa argued that these historians’ narratives justified lynching based on
race, ethnicity and gender. I would add that in the lynching of Josefa Segovia,
these narratives, along with other public media, demonstrated how factors of
racism, sexism, and classism were used to reinforce the subjugation of women
who did not conform to their idea of societal norms in this male-dominated
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society. It is the immediacy of the trial and subsequent lynching that validate
these factors as significant in this violent vigilante act.
Bancroft, Downie, and other historians of the era, in addition to newspaper
articles, journals and travel diaries of the time, created stereotypical imagery
about Mexican women, not unlike the imagery associated with African American
women during slavery. Because of these historians’ renown status, and the
ability for newspapers to reach across the spectrum, this imagery endured and
became a commonplace perception.
An example of this was found in the personal narrative of seaman Richard
Henry Dana, whose book, Two Years Before the Mast: A Personal Narrative,
described his encounters with the population in California. He wrote, “The
Californians [Mexicans] are an idle, thriftless people, and can make nothing for
themselves.” He continued his characterization by discussing the English who
have married Californians, and praised that they have “more industry, frugality,
and enterprise than the natives.”111 This, again, produced an image of laziness
associated with Mexicans, and gave the impression that they were unable to do
much without the intervention of the English [Whites]. In the introduction to the
reprint of the book, Dana’s son spoke about the immense popularity of his
father’s work, and a pending proposal to create an illustrated edition. The
popularity of narratives such as these helped to form the perceptions for a White
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population that had never encountered anyone outside of their own race. This
was the same system of racial prejudice that was seen in the Overland Trail
narrative guides for prospective settlers to the western frontier, written by those
attempting to lay out the conditions of the journey, while also vilifying the
Indigenous peoples as murderous savages.112
The Daily East Oregonian newspaper continued promulgating these racist
stereotypes, as well as classism, by presenting an article titled, “Life of Mexican
Women.” The article claimed to reveal the conditions under which these women
lived and worked; however, it was a prime example of the manner in which
stereotypical imagery developed and spread. The writer’s suggestion of an
“upper and middle class” was evident in his description of their love of home, and
no outside interests. The writer even separated the classes by body type, as was
observed, “The Mexican women of the middle and upper classes have never
been athletic, at least since the Spanish conquest. This of course, was due to the
secluded life they led. But the women of the lower classes have ever been stout
and muscular, for much work of a heavier kind has been their lot.”113 The Daily
East Oregonian article was based on an article originally written for the Mexican
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Herald. While the article was not directed specifically toward Josefa, as
Castañeda concluded, the Oregonian article demonstrated how the spread of
stereotypical imagery and ideology became the perception. Not only did this
become the perception for outsiders, it would also likely forge a divide within the
Mexican population itself, between those perceived as privileged and those who
had to work. This type of division was often purposeful, as was evidenced in the
noted discord created during slavery between Black women who worked in the
plantation fields versus those who had seemingly privileged house duties.
If there was any question as to the existence of racism in Downieville,
Major William Downie’s own words confirmed its presence. The argument that
there were men and women of varying racial backgrounds in the mining town,
often working side by side, did not diminish this fact. An example in Downie’s
written history was indicative of an environment that had interspersed prejudices
and stereotypical perceptions brought to the realm by settlers, veterans of the
Mexican American war, and the conditions of a slave society.
Downie, born in Glasgow [Scotland], took with him seven “Negro
goldseekers, another white man, and a white boy,” on his journey into the
Sierras.114 But later in his work he chronicled them as his workers. “I may state
here that none of the darkies belonging to my company (I mean those of African
blood), could have been induced to work Sunday, the effect, no doubt, of early
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training.”115 The derogatory term “darkies” had been imposed upon African
Americans since their arrival to this country. His conclusion that these men had
“early training” indicated that he had been fed some perception of how it had
been perceived that these men labored. That Downie could know and chose to
use this term indicated the far-reaching tentacles of stereotypes and racism
across the nation.
Downie’s words went a long way to depict his grasp of the climate for
women in the Gold Rush era. His description of Josefa and his depiction of her
“efforts to make her partner comfortable,” remind the reader of exactly how
women were to be used, and what their place was in this society. Disregarding
the reality that women were also an important part of the success and failures of
the west, Downie dismissed the voices of women, and marginalized their
experiences. In this “man’s” world, women were to conform to women’s duties,
which largely included ensuring the man’s comfort.
Deena J. González’ analysis offered further support for understanding the
perception of Spanish-Mexican women. She wrote:
Remarks about adobe buildings or women’s work did not merely
embody race prejudice against Spanish-Mexicans, but they also
actively promoted it throughout the country in the nineteenth century.
…The underlying purposes of the prejudicial treatment of women
were as central to the methods of colonization as was unveiling a
shifting merchant capitalism, for it was in their uses of women that
merchant capitalists exposed their intentions and the intentions of
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the United States – to colonize a population and to assure it that
status in perpetuity.116
González’ work addressed Spanish-Mexican women of Santa Fe, New Mexico.
Her argument offered an understanding of how perceptions of women factored
into colonization, and can be attributed to methods undertaken in the formation of
the state of California. As can be seen in the words of Bancroft, women had their
specific purpose in the mining district. They were not seen as partners in the
mining efforts, but merely in a supporting role, engaging in womanly duties such
as caring for the man. As González noted, this was to “assure it that status in
perpetuity.” Women had been given their assigned roles, and there would be no
effort or advocation for change. The ideology that women are nurturers or mere
caregivers has persisted, and only slowly evolved over the centuries. It is easy to
see how this ideology would have an impact on future efforts for equality.
Downie and Bancroft’s observations were not the singular opinions of the
population during the Gold Rush era. American writer and historian, Helen Elliott
Bandini (1854-1911), discussed the environment for the “Spanish speakers” at
the mines. She wrote:
The life of the Spanish-speaking people at the mines was made
miserable. The American miners seemed to feel that the Californian
[Mexican] had no right to be there. Of course there were some of the
lower class, many of whom were part Indian, who would lie, steal, or,
if they had an opportunity, murder; but often those who were
persecuted were not of this type. …Because in a quarrel a Mexican
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killed a drunken miner, the men of the Bar determined to drive away
all Californians.117
The reference to a quarrel in this quote was not related to the incident involving
Josefa, but nevertheless showed how the Californios [Mexicans] were viewed.
Not only does this entry exemplify racist thinking on behalf of its author, but
classism as well, both against the Mexican and Indigenous populations. While
her initial statement seemed to draw in the reader as to the miserable plight of
the Spanish-speaking miners, she ultimately created a social hierarchy, defining
what she deemed as lower class, and peppered her opinion with racist
stereotypes.
Bandini also related and justified the need for vigilante justice because of
the disorderly state of affairs caused by the ‘host of criminals’ gathered there
from all over the world. She contended, “At last the best citizens felt that for the
sake of their homes and families they must take matters into their own hands, so
they formed an association, seven thousand strong, which was known as the
“Vigilantes.”118
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There were women who challenged male dominance. Even in death,
women like Josefa did not conform to the societal norms. As she placed the rope
around her own neck, she demonstrated her willingness to defy a society that did
not value a woman’s place. That one gesture demonstrated her willingness to
take matters into her own hand and decide her own fate.

Conclusion
In the circumstances surrounding the lynching of Josefa Segovia, the
question of guilt or innocence should not be a factor under consideration by
historians in this instance. By all accounts Josefa acknowledged her guilt.
However, what is important is to understand the confluence of factors that
justified the means for which she was tried and punished. The words of the
historians of the era minimized the violent mob justice, and lynching became the
preferred method for correcting the “Pretty Juanita,” who had the temerity to kill
one of their own.
Bancroft’s description of a “gentle strangulation” left the impression that
this was a justice system that took careful measures in their handling and
disposing of this “little” woman. While Bancroft’s phrasing was probably intended
to reference her stature, the phrasing itself proffered a demeaning opinion and
perception of women in totality. Demonstrating a disparity toward Mexican
woman, the Daily Alta California newspaper dated July 7, 1851, just the day
before the article on the lynching of Josefa, praised another woman, Mrs.
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Blackburn, as heroic in assisting her husband in defense of his property. This
woman’s efforts were heroic because the culprits were a hostile band of Indians
who brought forth depredation and savage cruelty.119 Mrs. Blackburn did not
have a Mexican surname. Not so with Josefa.
An article in the New-York Tribune addressed the disparity. The author
made sure to indicate that Josefa’s house was not a brothel, nor the woman a
prostitute. It stated:
Now we venture to say that had this woman been an American
instead of a Mexican – had she boasted of white blood, as they call
it – as though the caste of the woman, if it affected her case at all,
should not have tended to make her executioners more lenient – had
she been of the Anglo-Saxon race, instead of being hung for the
deed, she would have been lauded for it, and instead of an account
appearing in the papers of a “horrible murder by a Mexican woman,”
every press in the State would have rung with acclamations for the
“heroic conduct of a female,” or, the “determined defense of her
virtue by a lady in the mines.” It was not her guilt which condemned
this unfortunate woman, but her caste and Mexican blood.120
Ochoa was correct in his conclusion that the various characterizations of
women of Spanish and Mexican descent as wayward and lazy justified physical
and sexual abuse against women like Segovia in an effort to enlighten, correct,
or tame socially unacceptable behavior.121 As demonstrated in their interactions
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with African American women, White males regarded them as less than human,
considered them property, and legitimized the violence against them. This same
ideology was applied to Mexican women, and can be seen in the opinion of the
war veteran who declared that “the women were made for our [White males]
purposes.” The belief and laws long held that women were property; they had no
rights, and whatever was done to them was justified. This ensured that the
possibility Joe Cannan raped Josefa Segovia would not even be a consideration.
Because he was held in such high esteem, even if a rape was acknowledged,
there was no consequence necessary for that action.
Causal factors of racism, sexism, and classism created a type of historical
intersectionality, combining to create an environment that allowed for a “sham”
trial and an immediate form of vigilante justice. The historical narratives provided
by Bancroft, Frost, and Elliott, however skewed by their opinions, delivered an
accurate measurement of the environment in which 1850s Mexican women lived.
Josefa was a woman, of Mexican heritage, and a waitress. She did not fit
into the status quo of the male-dominated society in the Gold Rush era. She did
not conform to the “sunshine of Eden” or “mellow the atmosphere” that women
were supposed to bring to the mining camps. Josefa’s stabbing of Cannon set
the stage for these men to engage in the “gentle strangulation” of a woman in
order to correct the imbalance of power that the battle between the “little” woman
and the hero had wrought.
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Josefa’s Legacy
Josefa Segovia’s legacy has exploded exponentially over the centuries.
Present day there are numerous blogs, websites, and opinions about the first and
only woman lynched in California. In some Mexican American circles, she is
considered a heroic legend, propped up as an inspiration in the fight for equal
rights.
One of the more unusual treatments of her story is found in an operatic
setting. John Adams, a contemporary composer, recreated the Gold Rush era in
his opera titled, “Girls of the Golden West.” Set in the town of Downieville, he
states that he is making poetry of history in the retelling of stories like that of
Josefa Segovia, as well as the diary entries from a writer named Dame
Shirley.122 While the opera itself has received mixed reviews, Adams makes one
important point. He proclaims, “The problem is that the stories are all told from
the white perspective. And we’re sort of turning that upside down and getting,
you know, the women’s point of view and the Mexicans’ point of view.” He sees
his new work as a more honest version of history. The cast of the opera is multi-
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cultural, but perhaps unexpectedly, he uses J’Nai Bridges, an African American
mezzo-soprano, to voice the role of Josefa Segovia.123
There are several videos as well that purport to tell the true story the
lynching of Josefa, both in song and drama. A dramatic seven-minute movie,
Siren, opens with the actress portraying Josefa washing blood from her hands, a
dead man on the floor, and ends with her defiantly taking the hangman’s
noose.124 And a 3 1/2-minute ballad on the life of Josefa has also found a home
on a YouTube channel, proposing to tell the “true story of the only woman ever
lynched in California in 1851.”125
The town of Downieville remembers Josefa in its own manner. The
plaque, “In Memory of Juanita,” is posted not far from the location of the lynching,
acknowledging her last words: “I would do the same again if I was so provoked.”
(Illustration 5)
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Illustration 5. In Memory of Juanita.126
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CHAPTER THREE
PEB FALLS - 1897

When the Mob Lynches a White Woman
On October 30, 1889, as recorded in the Richmond Dispatch, a fifteenyear-old White girl was verbally assaulted by a Negro boy while on her way home
from school. The assailant, wearing a mask, jumped from behind a row of
bushes, frightening the young girl. She could not identify the person, but declared
that she believed the Negro scoundrel was Owen (Orion) Anderson. Anderson
was sent to jail to await the actions of a jury. However, a party comprising of
anywhere from twenty-five or thirty men, to reports from various sources
numbering one hundred men, gathered in a posse, seized the keys from the
jailer, absconded with the prisoner, and proceeded to hang him. The prisoner
was said to have admitted his crime, and was summarily executed. Several shots
were fired into Owen, one striking him in the head, one in the body, and one in
the leg. The unidentified mob left the body hanging and disappeared. In 1889, in
Leesburg, Virginia, Owen Anderson was hanged and shot for allegedly scaring a
teenaged White girl. He was 14 years old.127 Subsequent headlines from one of
Virginia’s newspapers struck fear in the hearts of many, for according to the
paper, a race war was imminent. (Illustration 6)

Richmond Dispatch, “They Hanged Him,” November 9, 1889. Accessed October 12, 2021,
https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/they-hanged-him-richmond-dispatch-november-9-1889/.
127

74

Illustration 6. A Race War Imminent In Virginia.128

The lynching of this young Black teenager was a vigilante mob’s tactics for
punishment of the imagined rape/attack against a young White girl, despite her

The Sun, “A Race War Imminent in Virginia,” New York, New York, November 10, 1889.
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own statement that she could not identify the culprit. Notable Harlem
Renaissance poet, Langston Hughes, offered poignant illumination into the
purported wisdom behind these attempts at a viable rationale. In his poem,
“Silhouette,” Hughes, a Black man, sardonically addressed a White woman
victim, with the aim of assuaging her fears of “the Black man.” He wrote:
Southern gentle lady,
Do not swoon.
They’ve just hung a black man
In the dark of the moon.
They’ve hung a black man
To a roadside tree
In the dark of the moon
For the world to see
How Dixie protects
Its white womanhood
Southern gentle lady,
Be good!
Be good!129
Hughes’ poem spoke from a White man’s point of view, assuring his subject that
she need not worry, for he will protect her virtue. The poem perfectly
encapsulated the philosophy of vigilante justice, and reflected on the prevailing
sentiment of racism against Black men.
With the lynching of Owen Anderson, racism factored into the mob’s
endeavor to execute their justice, and the honor of a young White girl had been
restored with his death. But the fear of retribution by Negroes was trumpeted in
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the newspapers, which bolstered the existing racial animosity between Blacks
and Whites. Eight years later that animosity lingered.
In the state of Virginia, an environment of racism toward African
Americans was the impetus of lynching Black men. As has been revealed,
women as well have been the victims of this type of mob justice, but racism was
not the only factor in their deaths. The lynching of Josefa Segovia uncovered the
plight of Mexican women in 1850s California, indicating the necessity for further
study to address women’s experiences throughout this country. Also neglected is
the scholarship explaining the aberration of White women as victims of lynching.
When the motivation for lynching was supposed to be for the purpose of
defending their honor, it requires a different lens to understand how and why
White women became victimized as well.
In Virginia, at the end of the 19th century, a White woman was lynched,
reasoned not to defend her honor, but as a method of punishment for her
association with Negroes, and a lifestyle outside the norms of white society.
Inside a community steeped in racist and misogynistic ideologies, vigilante justice
was meted out for her unwillingness to fit neatly into a set of rules and values
meant to dictate the behavior of women, and to exacerbate a division between
the races. Intense efforts to provoke a race war, along with a campaign to
besmirch the victim’s reputation, were spearheaded by journalists. In this
chapter, an examination of causal factors of racism, sexism, and classism
existing in the state of Virginia in the late 19th century will address the reasoning
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behind the lynching of Peb Falls. The first section provides insight into lynching
records in Virginia, and the state’s various miscegenation laws. The second
section explains the incident, and uses newspaper articles to detail the
exaggerated hysteria surrounding the lynching of a White woman. Subsequent
sections analyze the causal factors of racism, sexism, and classism that
facilitated the lynching. By examining these factors, this chapter will demonstrate
how justification for lynching Black men – protecting White women’s virtue – is
contradictory at best when mob violence is inflicted upon women like Peb Falls,
who did not conform to white societal norms and values.
Virginia’s Lynchings, Virginia’s Laws
According to historian W. Fitzhugh Brundage, in his comparison study of
lynching in Virginia and Georgia, between 1880 and 1930, 86 people were fatally
lynched in Virginia, while 460 were lynched in Georgia.130 There were fewer
lynchings which occurred in Virginia than in any other southern state. On the
humanities page of the state’s encyclopedia website, Virginia’s historical
interpretation for the minimal number of lynchings during that era surmises that
“white Virginians accounted for the disparity in the numbers by claiming that they
maintained an advanced tradition of law and order, and African Americans were
of ‘better character.’”131
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Professor of anthropology, Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban, in her book on race
and racism, concludes:
Lynching in Virginia was different and dispels the myth that the
number of lynching cases is proportional to the number and density
of the black population. …Lynching peaked in the 1890s as the old
order passed, and with the new employment of blacks and whites in
the mines and mills, a surprising degree of racial harmony prevailed.
The anti-lynching, anti-lawlessness crusades began earlier in
Virginia, culminating in an anti-lynching law in 1928 that sought not
so much racial justice or enlightenment as the restoration of social
order.132
Fluehr-Lobban’s analysis of racial harmony can be attributed to antilynching and anti-lawlessness crusades, but that does not dismiss the racism
that lingered in Virginia which was demonstrative in such actions as the lynching
of Owen Anderson. In addition, while it is noble that the state seemed to engage
in efforts to discontinue the practice of mob justice, Virginian’s praise of their low
lynching numbers was a misplaced effort to downplay the obvious racial
antagonism that lurked beneath the surface. The very statement cited above
addressing the character of African Americans holds its own racist agenda, and
in expressing that viewpoint, not only did they discount the lives of its Black
citizens, but effectively dismissed the lynching of a child, as well as marginalized
the experiences of other victims of this barbarous act. In taking their stance of
law and order, but noting that “African Americans were of ‘better character,’” they
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encouraged a continued separation of the races, and placed the burden on Black
citizens to “behave.”
The account of the lynching of Owen Anderson is a crucial element to
consider in order to understand causal factors involved in lynching women,
significant because of the reason the young boy was hung. As an investigative
journalist and staunch activist against lynching, Ida B. Wells-Barnett outlined the
reasoning behind the lynching of African American men during the
Reconstruction Era (1865-1877) in her work, The Red Record: Tabulated
Statistics and Alleged Causes of Lynching in the United States. The varying
excuses ranged from the supposed prevention of racial riots or insurrections
following the abolishment of slavery, of which no one was ever apprehended or
proven guilty, to the Constitutional amendment advancing Negro men the right to
vote. The third and most significant reason, according to Wells-Barnett, was that
“Negroes had to be killed to avenge their assaults upon women. There could be
framed no possible excuse more harmful to the Negro and more unanswerable if
true in its sufficiency for the white man.”133
The words in the article describing the lynching of Anderson demonstrated
the validity of Wells-Barnett’s analysis. According to the article, a placard was
pinned onto the clothing of the young boy, emblazoned with the provocative and
prophetic statement, “The safety of our wives and daughters must be secured,
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and negro ravishers exterminated.” The author of the article went on to blame
politics for stirring up the ire of the ignorant Blacks of the country district,
referenced a return to slavery, and declared that any resulting race war would be
blood on the demagogue’s hands because of that particular politician’s focus on
race.134
The lynching of Anderson exposed an underlying fear of miscegenation,
and Virginia’s own history against such actions between Blacks and Whites were
evidenced of the state’s inability to abolish racist practices. In an article from the
Ferris State University Jim Crow Museum of Racist Memorabilia, authors
Bárbara Cruz and Michael J. Berson quoted sociologist Gunner Myrdal (18981987), who concluded that these types of anti-miscegenation laws developed
because this was a principal concern for White men, followed by intercourse
involving White women. They also quoted author and scholar Joel Kovel (19362018), who stated that sexuality was the core of racism, and thus the need for
anti-miscegenation laws. In 1661 Virginia passed legislation prohibiting interracial
marriage and later passed a law prohibiting ministers from marrying racially
mixed couples.135 Virginia passed a law in 1924, intended “To Preserve Racial
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Integrity.” The “Public Assemblages Act of 1926” required all public meeting
spaces to be strictly segregated.136 Virginia was one of the last states that saw
their anti-miscegenation laws overturned by the Supreme Court decision, Loving
v. Virginia, in 1967.137 At this point, many states had already relinquished the old
ideology of the separation of Blacks and Whites. It is an obvious conclusion that
the state of Virginia maintained its own racist inclinations by ensuring that Blacks
and Whites would remain separated and unable to marry, and it is not a difficult
stretch to see that any association between Black men and White women would
not be acceptable to the people’s imagination of societal norms.

The Lynching of Peb Falls
Peb Falls was considered to be a low-class, immoral woman, who
associated with even lower-class Black men; she refused to conform to white
societies’ rules, even when punishment had been meted out. Because of her
lynching, newspapers amplified an assumed responsible party, feigning shock at
her violent death, all the while maligning her character. The details of her
lynching are scarce. The discovery of the body of Peb Falls in September, 1897,
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in Rockingham County, Virginia, marked the end of a tumultuous life. Her
decomposing body was found by hunters in a desolate area hanging by a rope
from a tree limb.138
Identifying causal factors in the lynching of Peb Falls allows for an indepth analysis of how vigilante violence against a White woman under these
circumstances constructs a dynamic contradiction to the convictions of chivalrous
White men. Public speculation and the language in subsequent news articles
following the revelation of the lynching unveil a callousness born of an
environment of racism, sexism and classism. The death of a White woman by
lynching made both national and international news at the time of the incident.
The story was reported in numerous newspapers across the country, as well as
in several providences within Canada, but over the century was soon forgotten.
A total of 100 newspaper articles were located that alleged specific, but
unconfirmed details of the lynching in addition to accusations that were
inconsistent across the spectrum. Only three newspaper articles were published
in the state of Virginia where the incident actually occurred. Table 1 delineates
the regions and Canadian providences that publicized the incident. Further
examination of the news articles finds that many of the articles merely repeated
the same exact wording, apparently obtained from an Associated Press report,
though oftentimes the specific headline differed. However, these accounts were
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scattered were scattered across national and international realms, and were no
doubt plastered into the public conscience.
From the various newspaper accounts, Peb Falls was deemed a
“notorious white woman.” She was considered to be “of little worth” because she
chose Negroes for her companions. She was labeled miserable, depraved, an

Table 1. Newspaper Articles on the Lynching of Peb Falls Tabulated by
Region139
SOUTH
21

NORTH
EAST
19

MID-WEST

WEST

INTERNATIONAL

47

8

5

unreformable and hopeless drunkard, and the “worst of their [White] kind, in
addition to her other problems.” Virginia’s Governor Charles O’Farrell [sic],
however, declared that the woman’s wickedness was not an excuse for murder,
even if “the woman did sink down to the negro level.”140
As stated earlier, articles in newspapers from the state of Virginia only
amounted to three, but only one headline in the Rockingham Register (Virginia),
dated October 1, 1897, declared that the “reported hanging of Pet [sic] Falls is
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not credited here and looks like a hoax.”141 It was unclear whether that article
was an attempt to assuage any fears in the community, but that particular
reporting was a direct contradiction to the words of the Governor.
In a journal article written by author Dale M. Brumfield, more details were
provided on the life of Peb Falls. Brumfield wrote that the Rockingham woman
was lynched for her “disreputable character.” He suggested that modern-day
readers might consider that Falls was most likely mentally ill or abusing
substances.142 Brumfield also wrote that Falls socialized initially with “low-class,
abusive white men,” but when she began fraternizing with “low-class” Black men,
the White citizenry thought to teach her a lesson. She was pulled from a shack,
stripped naked, and held tightly by several men as they applied burning hot tar to
her body from head to heels; she was then showered with small feathers and
turned loose. Falls was still not reformed, and returned to shelter with the Black
men. Some believed she was lynched by Negroes, while others agreed that it
was the same men who tarred and feathered her.143
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Tarred and Feathered – Her Punishment for Non-Compliance
The initial response by the White townspeople to her association with
Blacks was to tar and feather Falls. Reported in The San Francisco Examiner,
“She was once ordered by a committee to make her evil life less conspicuous,
and for disregarding this warning she was tarred and feathered.”144 The WilkesBarre Times Leader went even further and identified the men who punished her.
The article stated, “Then she fell still lower and associated with the low negroes.
This conduct on the part of a white woman so shocked the white men who had
helped to kick her down hill that they warned her and then gave her a coat of tar
and feathers.”145
Tarring and feathering individuals contributed to social stigmas by leaving
physical scars affiliated with alleged crimes and negative social behavior. This
form of punishment was meant to torture and enforce unsanctioned justice. Its
origins reach far back into American history, and according to Barry Levy’s
history of the practice, it was new and shocking in the 1770s to the polite British
public.146 But why tar and feathers for Peb Falls?
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Marina Trninic, in her examination on the practice of tarring and feathering
in the 19th century, argued that the practice and discourse of blackening white
bodies enforced embodiment, stigmatized imagined inferiority, and divorced the
victims from inalienable rights. To be tarred and feathered was to be marked as
anti-social, duplicitous and even anarchic.147 According to journalists, Peb Falls
was all of the above.
Throughout history both men and women have been known to be involved
in this barbaric act, but the incidence of tarring and feathering Peb Falls was
carried out by White men. This method of “enacting justice,” delineated a factor
of sexism, performed by men who were intent on demonstrating their dominance,
as an attempt to correct a behavior they considered unworthy of a White woman.
Newspaper articles that addressed the tar and feather incident wrote:
The dignified persons, now so shocked at the lynching of a white
woman by negroes, took that same white woman from a hovel which
she had shared with black men. They stripped her of her clothing,
held her tightly as she screamed, applied burning hot tar to her body
from head to heels, then showered small feathers all over her and
turned her adrift naked, save for the tar and feathers. Their parting
advice to her was to get some of her ----- niggers to pull the feathers
a 1781 manuscript titled, Origin and Progress of the American Rebellion.” Oliver wrote, “First strip
a person naked, then heat the tar until it is thin, and pour it upon the naked flesh, or rub it over
with a tar brush, quantum sufficit. After which, sprinkle decently upon the tar, whilst it is yet warm,
as many feathers as will stick to it. Then hold a lighted candle to the feathers and try to set it all
on fire, if it will burn so much the better. But as the experiment is often made in cold weather; it
will not yet succeed—take also a halter, and put it around the person’s neck and then cart them
the rounds.”
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off. The white men went home with the rainbow in the soul that
comes from duty performed.148
It has been suggested through newspaper articles that Falls was deemed
low class and functioning outside of the societal norms. The point of tarring and
feathering may have been two-fold in Peb’s case: firstly, used as an effort to
punish Falls for her non-conformity, to return her to the folds of domesticity, and
to remake her into the male ideal of a true woman.
Secondly, it was also possibly an effort to demonstrate the scorn felt
towards the Negroes with whom she associated. As Trnimic observed in her
argument on tarring and feathering, the blackening of white bodies can be also
be considered in a symbolic term, a manner of further stigmatizing being Black.
Making Peb’s body “black” with tar was also a way to show contempt for the
Negroes that she was associating with, demonstrating that black was equated
with defectiveness, and feathers suggesting beastliness or savageness. Sending
her back to them reinforced that negativity, and highlighted animalistic
stereotypes associated with African Americans.
The last line of that article, referencing White men and rainbows, called
upon the reader to be refreshed, renewed in their beliefs that the use of that
particular treatment was a useful tool for punishment and conformity.
Unfortunately, as the author had to report, that method was unsuccessful, as Peb
Falls returned to the Negroes regardless, and was subsequently found dead.
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A Race War
Virginia’s claims of racial harmony were challenged in light of the death of
Peb Falls. One specific reason for this was observed in the role of newspaper
accounts of the circumstances surrounding her death. The topic of media
influence has featured prominently in the present-day discourse, and as can be
recognized in the coverage of the lynching of this young White woman, it was
equally important and influential in the late 19th century. The spread of fear and
racial animus became a harbinger of conflict ushered in by the words of
journalists bent on intensifying an already unstable environment.
Authors Brian D. Behnken and Gregory D. Smithers, in their study of
racism and the media argued the following:
Racism not only became institutionalized in the popular media, but
that racist caricatures and stereotypical depictions were some of the
earliest, and most popular, features of the print (both fiction and
nonfiction), advertising, and motion picture (later cartoons and
television) industries. One need look no further than early fiction and
nonfiction to see examples of works that explored racial difference
and always cast persons of color in a negative light.149
Behnken and Smithers referenced what was deemed popular media;
additionally, their conclusion was clearly applicable to the news media
(nonfiction), specifically the newspapers available for mass consumption in the
late 19th century. The power of the media has proven to be a considerable factor
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throughout history in its influence of the collective conscience; it remains a
forceful, divisive factor today.
In the reporting of the lynching of Peb Falls, efforts to cast persons of color
in a negative light were prevalent in the headlines as journalists predetermined
suspects, blatantly accusing Negroes. The news media’s popularity as an
influential source for the general public during this period continued to foster a
racist environment, as observed in the example cited at the beginning of this
chapter that predicted an imminent race war. The accusations attributing the
death of Peb Falls to “Negroes” was an attempt at exploitation by a national and
international press eager to exacerbate lurking racial animosity in Virginia
between Whites and Blacks. For whatever reason, only one of Virginia’s own
news sources attempted to disavow the incident completely; but the details and
accusations, for example, were repeated in twenty-seven entries in Kansas
newspapers alone. It appears that no other newspaper followed up on the
possibility of a hoax, however, and the idea of a race war was again promulgated
with the following line in one of the articles: “Some of these negroes are
desperate characters and a small, bitter race war is quite among the possible
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results of the lynching.”150 The Vancouver Daily World titled their article, “A Race
War.”151
During the mid- to late-1890s, a style of competitive newspaper reporting
called “yellow journalism” developed between William Randolph Hearst and
Joseph Pulitzer, in their efforts to win over newspaper readers. The emphasis
was placed on sensationalism over fact, and is considered to be one of the
factors that helped to push the United States into war against Spain.152 Although
coverage of this incident is not specifically labeled yellow journalism, the same
journalistic technique was applied, sensationalizing the facts surrounding the
lynching of Peb Falls.
As a means for boosting readership, authors and publishers took
advantage of this particular anomaly; this was also a method of driving an
agenda by stoking fear. One of the lengthier articles in the Wilkes-Barre Times
Leader, emphasized their title, “Virginia’s Lynching,” in all-capital lettering. The
sub-title then revealed the culprit, announcing, “Excitement Over the Hanging of
a White Woman by Negroes.” (Illustration 7) A second article headlined,
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“Negroes the Lynchers of a White Woman,” placed the assumed culprits right up
front. (Illustration 8)
One of the functions of yellow journalism was the use of scare tactics in
order to push a specific point. These headlines illustrated this effect precisely.
Multiply this effect by the number and breadth of articles written about this
incident and one can conclude that the perpetuation of racism was heralded with
this style of writing. Capitalization of words like lynching in large print, accusatory
statements blaming Negroes, and labeling Peb Falls as a bad woman, all trended
toward inflaming tensions and besmirching the victim.
While at one point Virginia might have praised their “low lynching”
numbers, this did not discount the racism that still existed. The repetition of these
articles across the nation and into Canada did its job, and ultimately reminded
White women of the dangers from both sides of the spectrum: fear of Negro men,
and punishment for not conforming to white, social norms.
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Illustration 7. Virginia’s Lynching: Excitement Over the Hanging of a White
Woman by Negroes.153
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Illustration 8. Negroes The Lynchers Of A White Woman: Peb Falls Strung to a
Tree in Virginia.154
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The Worst White Woman in the Virginia Mountains
“The worst white woman in the Virginia mountains.” “Peb Falls was as vile
a woman as could be imagined.”155 (Illustration 9) “From her early youth she was
depraved. She went from bad to the very worst.” “...was considered a dangerous
character.” “…a hopeless drunkard in addition to her other troubles.”156 “A
notorious white woman meets death.”157
Class was a pertinent factor in the examination of the lives of Mexican
women, as the ideology of social classes was also a relevant and important
factor for white society in the 19th century. Peb Falls’ reputation as a “low-class”
woman was adjudicated in the various articles that announced her death. As a
19th century woman, Peb lived in a southern society that put in place excessively
high standards, and required the rules of etiquette and wholesomeness to be
demonstrative in the daily lives of its women. There were guidelines attached to
being a woman, guidelines that determined where one fit in society, which in turn
created a classist and sexist environment. Peb Falls did not follow those
guidelines, did not conform to societal norms, and as delineated by journalists,
had no footing in white society.
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During the 19th century, a value system was in place in white upper- and
middle-class homes that emphasized White women’s embodiment of virtue.
Historians have labeled this period of social standards in the 19th century as “The
Culture (Cult) of Domesticity,” or “True Womanhood.” These virtues promoted

Illustration 9. A Very Bad Woman: Still White Men Object to Her Being Lynched
by Negroes.158
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Ideas of femininity and were categorized as piety, purity, submission and
domesticity.159 Barbara Welter, in her article on the idea of true womanhood,
gathered magazine articles, journals and religious literature of the 19 th century.
She wrote that “the four cardinal virtues put together spelled mother, daughter,
sister, wife – woman. Without them … all was ashes. With them she was
promised happiness and power.”160
In all of the widely published articles about her lynching, there was limited
reference to her appearance, one calling her “an extremely good looking woman,
but absolutely without moral character,” in the Wilkes-Barre Times Leader, and a
small notation in The Los Angeles Times that she was ‘a married woman.’”161 It is
disheartening commentary on the status of journalism during that period that
none of these reports chose to offer any pertinent background on her life
experiences. Only a few of the articles repeated the comment on her appearance
and marital status, but not one of them sought out to obtain any further details.
Not only was Peb not considered a member of the “true womanhood club,” she
was also barred from the class social structure that determined where one fit in
white society. The nation was called upon to be sympathetic in the lynching of
Peb Falls, a White woman, but was also forced to subscribe to the judgement
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that she was worthy of this manner of justice. In this instance, her status as a
White woman was leveraged against her due to her fraternization with Black
locals.
Considering the socially constructed classes of the upper, middle, and
lower groups, these virtues of womanhood also left out working class women,
immigrants and Blacks. According to Tiffany K. Wayne, who examined the roles
of women during this era, one of the more popular women’s magazines,
“Godey’s Lady’s Book” declared, “The perfection of womanhood … is the wife
and mother, the center of the family, that magnet that draws man to the domestic
altar, that makes him a civilized being … The wife is truly the light of the
home.”162 This wording was very reminiscent of the manner in which Bancroft
explained the sentiment towards women in the mining city during the Gold Rush
era, although the Godey’s Lady’s Book did not express the odor of Araby, or the
sunshine of Eden when describing womanhood. These types of magazines did
not identify any virtuous ideology for what was considered lower classes.
Newspaper accounts ascribed to Peb Falls the status of the lower class, but in
actuality she was considered even lower than that because of her association
with Negroes.
Author Daniel Robinson Hundley (1832-1899) in his well-known work,
Social Relations in Our Southern States, provided his own analysis of the various
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social classes, and the roles of men and women during the 19th century.163
Hundley’s work mostly praised the southern gentlemen middle classes, but he
derived an opposing view to the upper-, middle-, and lower-class societies that
had been predominantly asserted. His ideas have not held up over the passage
of time; however, it allows for a different perception of the manner in which
certain groups were viewed in the south. In one specific passage he commended
the “Southern Gentleman” who educates his daughters at home, while praising
the type of woman that is born of this education. He wrote:
Hence the well-bred and well-educated daughters of the Summer
Land are the model women of the age in which we live. …Ah! Thou
true-hearted daughter of the sunny South, simple and unaffected in
thy manners, pure in speech as thou art in soul, and ever blessed
with an inborn grace and gentleness of spirit lovely to look upon, fitly
art thou named:
A perfect woman, nobly planned,
To warm, to comfort, and command;
And yet a spirit still, and bright
With something of angelic light.164
Hundley’s words, too, were very reminiscent of the manner in which
Hubert Howe Bancroft addressed the presence of women in the mining towns.
There were some interesting aspects to Hundley’s work, particularly allowing for
insight into social categories; he provided an even more divisive set of ideals that
separated people according to class during the 19th century. Hundley’s
philosophy was that there were eight distinctive categories, which included his
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interpretations of the “Southern Yankee,” “Cotton Snobs,” and the “Negro
Slaves.” One of the more compelling categories was one he titled, Poor White
Trash.165
“Poor White Trash” has grown to become a derogatory and stereotypical
term for poor whites, much as the derogatory terms associated with Blacks.
Hundley provided a perspective of white poverty’s existence in the south. He
wrote:
Now, the Poor White Trash are about the only paupers in our
Southern States, and they are very rarely supported by either the
State or parish in which they reside… Moreover, the Poor White
Trash are wholly rural… The Poor Whites of the South live altogether
in the country, in hilly and mountainous regions generally, in
communities by themselves, and far removed, from the wealthy and
refined settlements. Why it is they always select the hilly, and
consequently unproductive districts for their homes, we know not. It
can not be, however, as urged by the abolitionists, because the
slaveholders have seized on all the fertile lands.166
In an examination of poverty in the postbellum US South, Professor Jamie
Winders argued that white poverty challenges the myth of universal white
privilege, revealing that the implicit connections between color and class do not
always hold. “White trash” as a social category was widely deemed a Southern
phenomenon in this era.167 While typically people of Euro-American descent
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were taught or learned that their white skin color has value, without social,
economic, or class status, a separate category of white values emerged.
Winder’s argument supports the idea that Peb Falls was White in name only.
In the process of dismissing the devastating experiences in the life of Peb
Falls, the judgement by society and its subjective voice echoed in newspapers
revealed the intersection of classism and sexism that exacerbated conditions.
The headlines shouted out her “so-called” low-class status, and in addition,
perhaps intentionally, revealed a hostile sexism toward women themselves. The
assumptions manufactured about women’s roles in society manifested
themselves into stereotypes, and rendered a hierarchy among women and men
that still presents itself amongst the current population. These stereotypes have
persisted and reside in the long-lasting conflict that has fueled the continuous
struggle for equal rights. As with Josefa, the fundamental belief that the woman’s
role was one of nurturer, care-giver, wife and mother, minimized their true
experiences. In the practice of hostile sexism, overtly hostile attitudes about
women prevailed, and this was demonstrated in the manner in which Falls was
depicted. Peb Falls was declared a bad woman. She became a target of this type
of bias, and eventually fell victim to the demanding expectations of a maledominated society that had a predisposed tendency for violence.
While Peb had been placed outside social categories, she might very well
have been a substance abuser as well; the reports of her “drunkard” ways fell in
line with the headlines of her notoriety. Dr. Jerry D. Marx in his study of poverty
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amongst women, noted the prevailing social wisdom into the mid-19th century
was that the causes of poverty lie within the individual. Women weren’t excluded
from scrutiny, and Americans believed alcoholism to be closely related to
idleness, immorality, and poverty.168
Returning to the views of Hundley, he lamented the wholesale destruction
of morality because of the use of alcohol, as well as what he termed “dramshops.” Hundley described the use of the “demon alcohol” as follows:
Now, as we all know, the temples devoted to the service of the
Demon Alcohol in these United States, are Legion; and every where,
all over the land, in cities and towns, in the most retired hamlets, and
at every cross-roads, the independent Sovereigns of America
exercise without let or hindrance the glorious privilege of getting
beastly, senselessly, and riproariously drunk at their own royal will
and pleasure… But the poor, alas! they must resort to the filthy,
demoralizing rum-holes; for, laying aside all cant and all mere
sermonizing, even the most casual observer can not fail to regret,
deeply and sincerely regret, the wholesale destruction of morals, of
honesty, of patriotism, of family affection, of domestic peace and
domestic comforts, nay, of life itself, daily wrought in our midst by
those terrible sinks of iniquity commonly called dram-shops. These
are the bane of our great Republic… whether as gilded saloon, or
tempting bar… or reeking-groggery – they are but the visible “gates
of hell,” leading inevitably and surely into the jaws of a moral, if not
always a physical, death.169
Hundley then proceeded to pontificate on the destruction of morals as the
poor must use these dram-shops in order to obtain their alcohol, but he drew a
difference between those who can use their privilege in order to get “riproariously
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drunk”, and the poor. The privileged are “glorious,” while the poor wallow in the
“filth.” As far as had been reported, Peb did not frequent the so-called dramshops, but as she was poor, according to Hundley’s philosophy her drinking was
a failure on her part in maintaining her morals.
Clearly, poverty, alcoholism, and immorality were aspects that set one
outside of the social norms, and in the 19th century were the issues thought to be
wrought by the person themselves. One of the reasons reported on for Peb’s
association with “the Negroes” was that they continuously provided her with
alcohol and sustenance. The Morning Call newspaper reported that “Peb Falls
went on living with the lowest of the Negroes. From them she got shelter and
food and, most important of all, moonshine whisky.”170 The temperance
movement had begun in the 19th century, but the issue of whether or not Peb
was an alcoholic does not factor into why she was lynched. The consideration of
her use of alcohol specifically in conjunction with her association with Blacks,
however, is demonstrative not only of racism and classism, but aspects of sexism
as well, and were all factors in her death.
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Conclusion
In the case of Peb Falls the scant evidence associated with her death
demonstrates a basic problem when studying lynching. There is very little
information from which to draw a conclusion, but as the details above
demonstrate, causal factors of racism, classism, and sexism were obvious. In the
form of newspaper headlines, the press seemed determined to actualize a race
war, stirring up animosity amongst the Black and White populace of Virginia that
was not dormant. These journalists also forced a tainted philosophy towards
women in poverty, repeatedly highlighting what they considered were “bad traits,”
while diminishing this woman’s experiences. They degraded her in every way
possible, trying to elicit sympathy because she was a White woman, but
ultimately ensuring that no one felt empathy towards her. The use of so-called
punishment, such as tarring and feathering, had no effect on Falls failing in its
efforts to bring her back into the folds of white society; this was the impetus for
her lynching.
Racism had been a foundational force in Virginia, with legislation dictating
societal norms. Newspaper journalists across the nation employed specious
tactics in their efforts to maintain a climate of animosity and divisiveness among
the residents. Black men and White women could not marry, and laws ensured
continued segregation. Hostile sexism was apparent in the negative perceptions
of her womanhood, among them purposely touting “a very bad woman.”
Classism saw Falls labeled as low-class, or even lower because of her
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association with “Negroes,” and dictated what should have been acceptable
behavior for a White woman. Her whiteness was not to her benefit, and she did
not entertain such “societal norms.” No one can conclude whether the absence of
any one or the other of these factors could have prevented her death, but it was
in this environment, in a confluence of the causal factors of racism, sexism, and
classism, that Peb Falls was lynched.
Legacy of Lynching in Virginia
Governor Charles Triplett O’Ferrall (1840-1905), Democratic governor of
Virginia from 1894-1898, rose to the rank of Colonel in the Confederate Virginia
Cavalry. According to documentation, his administration saw a dramatic decline
in the number of lynchings in the state. Upon leaving office he practiced law and
became an author.171 On December 1st, 1897, only two months after the death of
Peb Falls, Governor O’Ferrall proposed legislation intended to prevent the
practice of lynching. (Illustration 10)
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Illustration 10. Virginia Lynchings: Gov. O’Ferrall’s Proposed Legislation
Expected to Prevent Them.172

It is important to note that while no one was ever arrested for the lynching
of Peb Falls, there were no recorded “revenge lynchings” following her death as
some had suggested. Mobs in Virginia lynched Joseph McCoy in 1897, accused
of assaulting the 9-year-old daughter of his employer; John Henry James was
lynched in 1898, accused of rape; Benjamin Thompson was lynched in 1899,
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accused of criminally assaulting an 8-year-old White girl.173 There were also no
reported race riots during or immediately following this incident.
In 2019, Loudoun County worked to acknowledge some of the victims of
lynching that had occurred in Virginia. Family members, community members,
and elected officials gathered to remember Owen (Orion) Anderson, and placed
a marker at the site of his murder. It is the first in a series called Loudoun
Remembrance and Reconciliation in which the locations of two other lynchings
will be memorialized; the soil from each will be collected and sent to the National
Lynching Memorial in Alabama.174 There is no indication of a planned memorial
to Peb Falls.
The work of David Baker to amend the historical record of lynching
demonstrates the difficulties associated with obtaining and recording accurate
information. Baker indicates the date of the lynching of Peb Falls to be October 2,
1897. He also does not question the racial makeup of the mob who lynched her,
acquiescing to newspaper reports that the lynch mob was Black.175
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CHAPTER FOUR
LAURA NELSON - 1911

On the Experiences of African American Women
On August 19, 1886, Jackson, Tennessee, “Eliza A. Woods, a negro
woman 57 years old, was taken from jail here at 9 o’clock last night and hanged
by a mob of the best citizens of the town,” so says a special report to the Saint
Paul Globe, in Saint Paul, Minnesota. The article notes that Woods was accused
of poisoning a White woman and was considered to have “a bad reputation.” She
was hung to a tree at the court house, and the mob was “orderly and dispersed
quietly.”176 The Republic newspaper of Columbus, Indiana, included the following
information: “The doomed woman was found crouching in a cell, and dragged out
to the court square, every rag of clothing being torn from her body. …she was
drawn up, the crowd was told to get away, and five shots were fired into the body
as it swung.”177
As has been discussed, in many historical studies lynching has been
consistently perceived as a male phenomenon, specifically associated with
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African American men. LaKisha Michelle Simmons, in her book on gender and
American culture writes, “Historians of African American life have carefully
demonstrated the ways in which Black men encountered the violence of
segregation and Jim Crow culture – through lynching, police brutality, economic
terrorism, and a vastly unequal justice system. Yet racial violence against Black
women has been little understood.”178 According to W. Fitzhugh Brundage, it was
only recent years, in the mid-1980s, that scholars or the broader public displayed
any sustained interest in the history of lynching, specifically the experiences of
Black women.179 As demonstrated in the examination of Josefa Segovia and Peb
Falls, lynching was a method of extreme violence that affected all women.180
When Ida B. Wells-Barnett took on the task of exposing the brutality of
lynching, she not only fought against the injustice of this type of violence
perpetrated against Black men, but women as well. Wells-Barnett’s reaction to
the lynching of Eliza Woods was an exclamation of sorrow and lament. “Oh my
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God! Can such things be and no justice for it?”181 As she had argued against the
charges of rape frequently brought against Black male victims of the lynch mob,
she also drew a correlation between white chivalry towards White women as
opposed to Black women:
To justify their own barbarism they assume a chivalry which they do
not possess. True chivalry respects all womanhood, and no one who
reads the record, as it is written in the faces of the million mulattoes
in the South, will for a minute conceive that the southern white man
had a very chivalrous regard for the honor due the women of his own
race or respect for the womanhood which circumstances placed in
his power.182
According to Wells-Barnett, White men had no true chivalrous intentions or
respect toward White women, and had even less regard for Black women.
Crystal N. Feimster argued that the lynching of Black women exposed the
multiple meanings behind mob violence, as well as how Black women challenged
the new caste system of the south. Lynching was a method for demonizing Black
women, and as Wells-Barnett surmised, the victims were frequently women who
challenged white supremacy occasionally by standing up to white authority.
Feimster also noted that the crimes for which Black women were accused were
usually murder or assault against a White person, arson or theft of a White
person’s property.183
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Even considering the journalistic efforts of Wells-Barnett on the horrors of
lynching, in recent decades scholars continued to narrowly focus on the
experiences of African American women, routinely submerging the female voice
under a cacophony of male-driven narratives. African American women were
most likely to be excluded due to a lack of documentation, and I would also
argue, a lack of interest. Historian Jennifer L. Morgan, in her article, “Accounting
for ‘The Most Excruciating Torment’: Gender, Slavery, and Trans-Atlantic
Passages” noted this as well, as she addressed violence toward African
American women that reached back beyond their arrival upon this land. She
wrote, “The presence and absence of women in the Middle Passage is difficult to
track, not least because female captives have failed to capture the attention of
scholars, except as indices of the relative strength of African polities.”184
While attention to African American history came to prominence with
historian Carter G. Woodson, it was not until late in the 1970s, in the midst of the
continued rise of feminism and the continuing fight for equal rights, that historians
began to see the importance of Black women as subjects.185 And while the name
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Ida B. Wells-Barnett has always been prominent in the overall study of lynching,
it was not until this past decade that her name and work made any type of impact
on the public discourse of this type of violence against women. Male-dominated
historical narratives have consistently excluded the experiences of women, with
Black women finding themselves frequently left out of the conversation.
The mobs who lynched Black women had no regard for the bodies they
were butchering. Wells-Barnett’s investigations disclosed that Black women were
raped, and as revealed in the lynching of Eliza Woods, stripped naked and shot.
This differed greatly from the tactics used in the lynching of Josefa Segovia and
Peb Falls. While the commonality of racism, sexism, and classism can be
demonstrated in each of these incidents, the process of dehumanization became
a contributing factor in the violence perpetuated against Black women. Josefa
was allowed to place the noose around her own neck, and the national interest
and relevant circumstances surrounding Peb’s death was boosted by her
whiteness. Nevertheless, the environments in which each of those women settled
and eventually met their deaths, was compounded by the existence of crippling
social constructs; their inability or unwillingness to maintain the status quo meant
they did not fit neatly into white society. For Laura, in addition, her mere
existence meant her exclusion from humanity.

Winona, WV,” February 3, 2017. Accessed September 18, 2021,
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It has been examined in the previous chapters that women of Mexican and
White European heritage were lynched. This chapter will demonstrate that while
African American women fell victim to the same social constructs of racist, sexist,
and classist convictions, they were further victimized by a dehumanizing ideology
which sanctioned the desecration of their bodies and dismissed their humanity.
Their womanhood or motherhood was an insignificant factor in their life
experiences; relegating them to an animalistic manifestation, and denoting them
as merely breeders, they were raped, shot, mutilated, and hung sometimes
together with their children in order to reaffirm the conviction of their
worthlessness. Using newspaper clippings, photographs, official governmental
responses, and letters to the editor, this third study of women victimized by this
type of mob violence explores causal factors of racism, sexism, classism, as well
as the contributing factor of dehumanization involved in the lynching of an African
American woman, Laura Nelson, alongside her son. The first section provides a
brief history of Oklahoma and frames the Nelson family among its residents. The
second section outlines the incidents that led to the lynching. Subsequent
sections introduce factors of racism, classism, and sexism, including the role of
photography as an element. A final section speaks to the contributing factor of
dehumanization, and demonstrates how this process played a determining role in
the lynching of Laura Nelson and her son, thus formulating a base theory for
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understanding this unnecessary violence perpetuated against other African
American women as victims of lynching.
A Brief History of Oklahoma and its Residents
In order to facilitate an understanding of the environment of racism,
sexism, and classism as causal factors present in Oklahoma during this period, it
is necessary to identify the state’s beginnings, and situate the Nelson family on
the land. Using documents from Oklahoma’s Historical Society, this section will
provide a brief history of Oklahoma, the city of Okemah, and the state’s
engagement with lynching. In addition, the Federal Census will establish exactly
who were the Nelsons.
Before Oklahoma was granted statehood, it was the territory of the
Indigenous Cherokee tribes. The Cherokee Commission, also known as the
Jerome Commission, was created by Congress, and convinced the Cherokees to
give up their various territories to take lesser land allotments.186 In 1889, Edwin
P. McCabe, a Black separatist promoter tried to get the Federal Government to
grant Blacks what was known as the Twin Territories, later to become the state of
Oklahoma, as an area wherein they could create an all-Black state. Black
populations proceeded to found all-Black towns, and some twenty-five towns
were eventually developed. According to the Oklahoma Historical Society, this
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represented a unique chapter in American history, as “nowhere else did so many
African American men and women come together to create, occupy, and govern
their own communities.”187 The town of Boley, founded in 1903, was the largest
and most renowned, and was of significance in the lynching of Laura Nelson due
to its proximity to the town of Okemah.
Oklahoma was granted statehood in 1907. They were ranked twenty-third
in population, and seventeenth in land area among the states and territories of
the continental United States. Of the state’s entire land area, 65 per cent was
farmland.188
Eventually, for the Black communities, the subsequent implementation of
Jim Crow laws caused many to become disillusioned. Many of its citizens
migrated to Canada, joined expeditions in a “Back to Africa” movement, and
migrated to colonies in Mexico. African American communities in Oklahoma were
ultimately integrated, but remained segregated.189

Arthur L. Tolson, “Black Cities: Colonies or City States?” The Black Scholar, Volume 1,
Number 6. (April 170): 18-22. Accessed October 28, 2021, https://www-jstororg.libproxy.lib.csusb.edu/stable/41163446?seq=3#metadata_info_tab_contents.
187

United States Census Bureau. “1910 Census: Volume 7. Agriculture, 1909 and 1910.”
Accessed October 31, 2021, https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1913/dec/vol-7agriculture.html.
188

Larry O’Dell, “All-Black Towns,” The Encyclopedia of Oklahoma History and Culture. Accessed
November 2, 2021, https://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry.php?entryname=ALLBLACK%20TOWNS.
189

115

The town of Okemah was founded in 1902, and named for a Creek Nation
chief.190 It was, however, not one of the all-Black towns that had formed. In 1910,
the total population for Okfuskee County, of which Okemah was located, was
19,995. The Negro population consisted of 8,073.191 The United States census
recorded a population of 1,389 in 1910, and it eventually became the county
seat.192
By far, a section on the Oklahoma Historical Society’s webpage covering
the state’s era of lynching addresses the most prominently disturbing portion of
the history of Oklahoma. According to the site, after statehood their incidents of
lynching entered a more racist phase. They define lynching as follows:
The killing (by hanging, burning, or torturing) of an individual or
individuals, by a group of three or more persons operating outside
the legal system in the belief that they have the right to serve justice
or to reinforce a tradition or social custom. Motivated by anger,
hatred, or outrage, mob members act spontaneously on the basis of
presumed guilt, without the due process of law.”193
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While these words mostly fit the definition of lynching that I have
employed, the phrasing “act spontaneously” is problematic. It is
misrepresentative of the behavior of lynch mobs, and as written here is almost
apologetic. There are numerous historical inquiries that attempt to offer an
understanding of the mentality of mob violence, and there are, no doubt, some
instances in which the actions were impulsive.194 Spontaneity, however, would
indicate that the mob acted hastily, without planning or thought, completely
overcome with passion at the moment of the incident, rather than a calculated,
organized deed. There were many incidents, but one specific example that
refutes this notion was offered in reports of a lynching in 1937. Howard Kester,
investigating a lynching for the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP), wrote that mob violence was expected. He stated:
As is usual on such occasions a large number of people was
gathered in the county seat for the trial. That mob violence was
expected is evidenced by the fact that a court order was issued
prohibiting the parking of automobiles or other vehicles about the
court house. It is alleged that friends of the murdered storekeeper
were notified of the probable time of the arrival of the prisoners from
Jackson and of the exact nature and hour of the court’s proceedings.
194

In an article explaining the psychology of a deadly mob, Aditi Kumar, a Delhi-based
psychiatrist said, “It all depends on the belief system we have. It is done by people who feel they
have an authority to the extent that they can shun responsibilities. With this, the defence
mechanism that ‘I am the representative of the entire community’ comes into play. It’s an idea
that an individual is not killing another individual, but they are doing it on behalf of the entire
community, which means to them that they are not alone in taking the life of a person.” Kumar
was responding to several lynchings that occurred in India, based on religious hatred. He was
one of several psychiatrists, former police officers and social scientists to offer an understanding
of the phenomenon of mobocracy. In 2019, this form of justice remains viable throughout the
world. Tarique Anwar, “Psychology of a Lynch Mob,” NewsClick, July 3, 2019. Accessed October
28, 2021, https://www.newsclick.in/psychology-of-lynch-mob-india.

117

It is furthermore alleged by citizens… that Sheriff Wright knew the
mob.195
Another example is evidenced in the following newspaper article that
advertised a lynching with its headlines:

Illustration 11. 3,000 Will Burn Negro: Negro Jerky And Sullen As Burning
Hour Nears.196
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No matter the belated attempts to soften the behavior or motivation of violent
lynch mobs, thousands of men and women were executed in this type of vigilante
justice, and many thousands witnessed these horrors, including those who stood
at the scene of the Nelson lynchings.
Who were the Nelsons? According to the Federal Census, Austin, Laura,
L.D., and one-year-old daughter Carry, resided on farm land in Oklahoma. Born
in Texas, Laura and Austin had been married for twelve years, had migrated to
Oklahoma, and had a total of three children, though only two were alive at the
time of the 1910 census. Laura’s occupation was listed as farm laborer; she had
not worked for three years. She was able to read, but not write. Austin was listed
as a farmer, and under the heading “industry,” the only entry was on Laura’s line,
indicating “home farm.” This did not mean that the Nelsons owned the property
on which they resided, as a subsequent column indicated they were renting and
refers to farm schedule 92. Farm schedules denoting specific ownership for this
census were destroyed, listed as excess/useless papers, and therefore, it is
unable to be determined if the Nelsons were sharecroppers or tenants.197 L.D.
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was 11 years old, also born in Texas, and could not read or write. Infant Carry
was born in Oklahoma.198

The Theft of a Cow, the Murder of a Deputy Sheriff,
and the Lynching of Laura Nelson and L. D. Nelson
As observed in the articles and minimal documentation on the deaths of
Peb Falls and Josefa Segovia, the truth is far from secured; details reported in
newspapers are often miscast for a variety of reasons. The same can be said of
the evidence surrounding the lynching of Laura Nelson, but there are a few
certainties. In Okemah, Oklahoma, on May 25th, 1911, a mother and her son
were removed from the jail cell where they had been detained awaiting trial for
the murder of a law enforcement officer, taken to a bridge spanning the North
Canadian River, and hanged.199 Laura Nelson was raped beforehand, and her
son was castrated. In addition to this tragedy, Laura’s two-year-old daughter was
abandoned by the roadside as the events unfolded. The baby was picked up by
unknown persons and never heard about again. A grand jury was convened;
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however, no one was ever charged with their murders. This section of the
chapter will present contemporaneous reporting on the lynching of Laura Nelson
and L. D. Nelson, as denoted in several newspaper articles.
Laura’s husband, Austen Nelson, had been charged with feloniously
stealing a cow on May 1, 1911.200 Deputy Sheriff George H. Loney, and either
one additional deputy or a posse (from various conflicting newspaper accounts),
responded to the Nelson’s residence to search for the stolen beef. After the
shooting incident, arrests were made, and Laura Nelson along with her son L. D.
were taken to the county jail. Austen Nelson was ultimately remanded to state
prison after pleading guilty for the theft of the cow.201
The incident that led to the lynching of the Nelsons was announced on
May 4, 1911, in The Okemah Ledger. The Ledger declared the murder of Deputy
Sheriff Loney, at the hands of a Negro family as “one of the most cold blooded
murders that has occurred in Okfuskee county.” The article also relayed that
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Laura Nelson cursed Mr. Loney when he asked for water, saying, “Let the white -- [sic] die.”202
The Independent expected a trial, and made no attempt to excuse what
had occurred at the Nelson residence. In their follow-up story, dated May 11,
1911, they wrote, “Some of the most damaging admissions in this case have
been made by the negroes themselves, and but little difficulty in securing a
conviction is expected.”203
On May 18, 1911, the Ledger titled their follow-up article as, “Negro
Female Prisoner Gets Unruly.” Calling her “bad,” the article described Mary [sic]
Nelson’s attempt to grab jailer W. Lawrence Payne’s gun, and then attempted to
throw herself out of a window. Payne choked her loose and forced her back into
the cell.204 Her name was listed in the article as “Mary” rather than Laura; her son
was not mentioned. There was also no indication that any additional charges
were brought against Nelson.
A lengthy article in The Ledger, dated May 25, 1911, provided more
particulars for readers, reporting on the actions taken by the mob as well as the
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reason Laura Nelson and her son had been arrested. After Austen had been
charged with stealing a cow, sheriff deputies responded to the Nelson home to
search for the stolen meat. At some point during the search, a Winchester rifle
was retrieved, after which Deputy Loney was fatally shot. Both Laura and L. D.
attempted to take the blame for the shooting, and subsequently Laura and her
son were both charged with the murder of the deputy and taken to the county jail.
Sometime between 11:30 p.m. and midnight, a group numbering anywhere from
a dozen to forty men on horseback seized and bound jailer Lawrence Payne,
forcing him to provide the keys and point out the Negroes. Laura and L. D. were
retrieved from their respective cells and taken west of town six miles to the
Canadian River Bridge in a Negro settlement and “were swung from the
bridge.”205
A second newspaper article in The Independent called Laura and her son
victims. They noted the age of L. D. to be 13-years-old. The end of the article
showed some sympathy for the Nelsons. The unknown author wrote:
The victims of the mob were to have been arraigned today and there
is every reason to believe that they would have been brought to a
speedy trial. The act of the mob is deeply regretted by all good
citizens. There is not a shadow of excuse for the crime, and it is
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hoped that the officers will make every effort to bring the guilty parties
to justice and uphold the majesty of the law.206
The Crisis, a magazine produced by the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and dedicated to informing the African
American community, reported on several lynchings that had occurred during the
same period. In an article dated July, 1911, the authors wrote, “The white press
of the country gives a few lines to the lynching of a colored woman and her son
at Okemah, Oklahoma, on May [26]. …The news is thus given by the colored
press.” This magazine added details to the story not reported by other outlets.
Their reporting indicated that Laura Nelson was the first woman lynched in the
state of Oklahoma, and they also added that “She was raped before she was
hanged.”207 Jailer Payne accused Negroes of comprising the mob, and The
Crisis journalist refuted that arguing, “The sheriff, the jailer and every official in
the county know that not a single Negro was in the mob, and they know further
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that white men composed the mob.” This was one of the only accounts located
that mentioned Laura’s “suckling babe.”208
Three weeks later, the Ada Evening News of Ada, Oklahoma, carried a
follow-up article titled, “Request Lynching Probe.” In a letter written to Governor
Cruce, Blakeney & Maxey, a law firm of Shawnee, enclosed a transcript of the
evidence at the preliminary hearing and stated that the evidence did not make a
prima facie case against the Negroes.209
The Independent, dated June 8, 1911, wrote a subsequent article on the
inquiry into the lynchings which transcribed the findings of the grand jury. The
article included the native states of the jurors as Texas, Arkansas, Tennessee,
Kentucky and Missouri. They wrote of the investigation into the lynching of Laura
Nelson and L. D. Nelson, on the night of May 24, 1711 [sic]:
That we have carefully investigated the matter and have examined a
great number of witnesses and have secured considerable
circumstantial evidence but not legal evidence in our judgment or in
the judgment of the county attorney of this county to warrant a return
of an indictment. …we recommend that the county attorney and
sheriff of this county continue to diligently investigate the matter,
believing that with the evidence that we have heard, which evidence
is fully known to the county attorney, that additional evidence may be
yet secured and obtained…210 (error in date of occurrence indicated
in the original article)
208
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One article stated that forty witnesses were summoned to appear and said
the attorneys for the Nelsons claimed that “the officer went into the house to
arrest the two negroes, and that when one of the officers tried to get a gun in the
house the negro boy beat him to it and shot.211
News of the lynching spread to Canada as well, reminiscent of the Peb
Falls lynching. The Calgary Daily Herald included the detail that “…Jailer Payne
denied that the prisoners were in his custody on the first day, when angry citizens
proposed a lynching, but last night it became known to the leaders of the mob
that the Nelson woman and her son really were in the town jail.”212
The October 1911 volume of The Crisis included the following statement:
“Nearly three months have passed since a colored woman at Okemeah [sic],
Okla., was raped by white men, and she and her fourteen-year-old son lynched.
No effort has been made to punish the lynchers.”213
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Racism Directly from the Governor’s Pen
In direct opposition to the idea of spontaneity rationalized by the
Oklahoma Historical Society web page, the lynching of Laura Nelson and her
son, L. D. Nelson was no mere happenstance. This fact is borne out in the
indications that the mob had made a prior attempt to retrieve the mother and son
before their subsequent removal from custody, but was rebuffed by the jailer. As
reported in The Calgary Herald, the jailer had been approached on the first day
of their apprehension, but the mob was unsuccessful.214 It is easy to deduce that
this was not a spontaneous act. The question then arises as to why this mob was
pushed to act in such a violent manner. The answers lie in factors of racism,
sexism, and classism that had been cultivated among the populace. The causal
factor of racism individually agitated an already tempestuous situation in
Oklahoma between its Black and White citizens. But the violence to the bodies of
Laura and L. D. Nelson by members of the vigilante mob was legitimized by a
convergence of these factors; enhancing their actions was the contributing factor
of dehumanization toward a Black woman, which was ultimately punctuated by
the cruelty of the lynching.
The following sections explore the causal factors of racism, classism, and
sexism, as well as a contributing factor of dehumanization in regards to the
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lynching of Laura Nelson, in order to explain an environment which allowed for
this type of mob violence to proceed. Evidence, including a letter from the
Governor of Oklahoma, magazine articles and photographs will demonstrate how
these factors allowed for the lynching to be accomplished with no recourse. This
first section discusses efforts by the NAACP to bring attention to the lynching,
and establishes the predominant presence of racism palpable in 1911 Oklahoma.
There appeared to some that the convening of a grand jury would offer
some sort of justice for the Nelsons. A grand jury was ordered at the behest of a
district judge in order to determine the parties involved, but slowly the African
American population became dissatisfied with its seeming indifference. Articles
addressing the lynching in The Crisis were insufficient, and therefore, direct
action to the governor was a necessary response for intervention into what many
knew was a crime.
In 1910, Lee Cruce, a Democratic candidate, was elected to the position
of Governor of the State of Oklahoma. According to the National Governor’s
Association, Governor Lee Cruce was opposed to capital punishment and
refused to allow any executions during his governorship. He frequently clashed
with his own Democratic party as he served his one term required by the state’s
Constitution. Governor Cruce had been sworn into office in January, 1911, five
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months before the lynching of Nelson and her son.215 It was under the authority
of his governorship that the NAACP chose to address the lynching, in hopes of
bringing a voice to the victims and triggering some type of justice.
A grand jury had been convened. The District Judge Caruthers instructed
the jury as they prepared for their investigation. The judge stated:
The people of the state have said by recently adopted constitutional
provision that the race to which the unfortunate victims belonged
should in large measure be divorced from participation in our political
contests, because of their known racial inferiority and their
dependent credulity, which very characteristic made them the mere
tool of the designing and cunning. It is well known that I heartily
concur in this constitutional provision of the people’s will. The more
then does the duty devolve upon us of a superior race and of greater
intelligence to protect this weaker race from unjustifiable and lawless
attacks.216
As this statement demonstrated, the words of the judge reiterated what was
already felt by the White population of the state of Oklahoma. African American
residents were thought to be racially inferior, and this was a sentiment that
carried into the governor’s office as well.
Governor Cruce responded to a letter written by Mr. Oswald Garrison
Villard, Chairman of Ex. Com. Of National Assoc. for Advancement of Colored
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People, New York City.217 The Governor’s response was dated June 9, 1911.
The Crisis magazine editors requested and received permission to print the
Governor’s response, and it was subsequently printed in its entirety.218 Oswald
Garrison Villard’s original letter was not included.
Governor Cruce denied Villard’s accusation that nothing had been done,
and responded that immediately after the lynching the District Judge called a
Grand Jury investigation. The following excerpt is from the remainder of the letter
in which Governor Cruce justified the racism enveloping the state, and the
passion for mob violence that some undertook:
It is not a question of the civilization of our people, as you seem to
think. In this connection, permit me to state to you, that our people
are just as highly civilized as the people of New York; in fact, more
highly civilized than the masses of your people. There is not a State
in the Union that can boast of a citizenship more cultured than
Oklahoma, when you take its population as a whole. With our Negro
population eliminated we can show a higher percentage of literacy
than most of the States in the Union.219
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, “Our Founders.” Accessed
November 7, 2021, https://naacp.org/about/our-history. Oswald Garrison Villard, a White civil
rights activist, son of Fanny Villard (also an activist), was a founding member of the NAACP.
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“With our Negro population eliminated…” Governor Cruce expressed his
obvious abhorrence toward the Negroes of his state in this racist statement. Why
would a Governor, who was charged with governing the entirety of the populace
choose such a word as eliminate? He established early in this letter exactly how
he felt about the Black citizens. Governor Cruce reinforced and reiterated the
existence of racism in Oklahoma, and announced his approval from the pulpit of
leadership. The letter continued:
It was simply a question of passion and race prejudice that resulted
in the unfortunate lynching of the Negro woman and boy. An officer
in the discharge of his sworn duty was wantonly shot to death by this
woman and her son.
In this portion of the statement, the Governor excused the lynch mobs’
conduct. He convicted the woman and her son, and minimized the “passion and
race prejudice” of the mob. His acknowledgment of race prejudice confirmed the
racial animus present in the state. Governor Cruce stated that it was their own
fault that they were lynched. He then took a different turn, away from the Nelson
lynching and began to attack Villard:
You are engaged in an effort to advance the colored race, and it
occurs to me that if you would let your efforts take a more practical
turn you would do this race a greater service. There is a race
prejudice that exists between the white and Negro races wherever
the Negroes are found in large numbers, world-wide in its scope and
among the whites, or that there are no more white illiterates in that race than in the colored race.”
R. Darcy, “Did Oklahoma African Americans Vote Between 1910 and 1943?” The Chronicles of
Oklahoma. Accessed October 31, 2021,
https://www.okhistory.org/publications/chroniclesok/COO93-1Darcy.pdf.
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by no means confined to the South. On the other hand, the prejudice
against the Negroes, when they become a menace by their
increasing numbers, is much stronger in your section of the Union
than in the South.
You will understand in the county where this lynching occurred that
the Negroes outnumber either the white or Indian race.
Just this week the announcement comes as a shock to the people of
Oklahoma that the Secretary of the Interior, another chivalrous
Northern man, has appointed a Negro from Kansas to come to
Oklahoma and take charge of the supervision of the Indian schools
of this State. There is no race of people on earth that has more
antipathy for the Negro race than the Indian race, and yet these
people, numbering many of the best citizens of this State and nation,
are to be humbled and their prejudices and passions are to be
increased by having this outrage imposed upon them by one of the
highest officials of the Federal government.
If your organization would interest itself to the extent of seeing that
such outrages as this are not perpetrated against our people, there
would be fewer lynchings in the South than at this time.220
Governor Cruce, on the premise of responding to the inquiry about the
Nelsons, used this letter in order to air his grievances about the Negro
population. The obviousness of his racism was contained in his words. As the
governing manager of the state, his words and beliefs held weight.
Since Laura and L. D. were taken to the “colored part of town” to be hung,
this indicated a clear segregation of the races in this area, but Cruce declared
their [Blacks] numbers menacing. It was a complete contradiction to declare
numbers of Black citizens menacing toward the White population, while it was
The Crisis, “The Oklahoma Lynching.” There were no specifics located on the racial make-up
of the population in Okemah.
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denoted that there was a distinct separation in the city. Ultimately, his rant was
his effort to denounce the Negro race and seemingly more concerning to him, his
complaint about the “outrage” of appointing a Negro from Kansas to be in charge
of the Indian schools, which had nothing to do with lynching. His talk of “outrage”
for the “Indian race” was simply arrogant, considering the forced movement of
Native Americans to this area and the ultimate usurpation of their lands. One can
also question his reason for declaring their “antipathy, prejudices and passions
towards the Negro race.”221 Was it in fact an attempt to increase racial tensions
between these two groups as well?
Twice in the rebuttal Governor Cruce referred to his belief that there was
no justification for the lynching and that he was opposed to mob law, but he
deferred to the extreme passion of the mobs, “which no law and no civilization
can control.”222 The governor diminished his own power and the power of his
statement of opposition to lynching by acquiescing that nothing could be done,
ostensibly throwing up his hands and turning over justice to the vigilantes. In
addition, because he attempted to justify the actions of the mob by writing it off
as extreme passion, his reasoning negated any future policies of policing or
protection that should have come from a government which was charged with
maintaining a balance among all of its constituents. In a sense he pre-approved
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any future lynchings. This attitude suggested that mob violence would be an
acceptable solution, and there was nothing to be done about it. Governor Cruce,
as a politician, as a leader, failed his constituents, and vocalized to the Black
community that there would be no recourse for subsequent lynchings.
The article ended with a statement by the author. “After diligent searching
of the newspapers, and after correspondence with friends in Oklahoma, we
cannot find that anything has been done to convict the guilty parties. The Negro
knows how difficult it is to secure justice on ‘simply a question of passion and
race prejudice.’”223
Governor Cruce employed a number of obvious logical fallacies in this
rebuttal by generalizing and switching focus from the true subject matter. But
without a doubt, he demonstrated his own biases and reverence for racism in
Oklahoma, and attempted to squarely place the blame on Villard’s effort of
seeking justice, the Federal Government’s “interference,” and the Negroes in his
state. His declaration of Laura Nelson and L.D.’s guilt, and the callous dismissal
of their demise, can be attributed to his attitude toward the Negro population in
the state; his subjectivity was fostered by racism that he did not attempt to
conceal. It followed that Governor Cruce was the voice of the White community,
and racism was acceptable.
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The governor’s response was printed in a magazine for African
Americans, and the last line of the article did the job of informing and warning
Black citizens of the injustice that awaited them all. An environment of racism
achieved ideological prominence in the state of Oklahoma, evidenced during the
time of the Nelson lynchings, and promoted through the actions of its leaders.
Words of Governor Cruce and District Judge Caruthers reverberated,
empowered a white supremacist ideology, reminded the Negroes of their place,
and emboldened those who wished to take the law into their own hands.
Classism
Classism along with racism worked together as contributing factors that
constrained and marginalized the poor Black communities, ensuring differential
treatment that led to incidents like lynching. In 1911 Oklahoma, the economic
and educational disadvantages of families like the Nelsons were exacerbated by
public policies as well as individual beliefs and stereotypes toward poor Blacks.
The status of poor, uneducated Blacks during this period, was brought about by
oppression, discrimination, and intolerance, and ensured that access to
resources, for example a fair justice system, would be denied; families such as
the Nelsons would remain subordinated in a classist system that benefitted the
dominant groups. Laura and her son, L. D., would not have access to basic
services and would not be knowledgeable about privileges afforded the upperand middle-class Blacks or Whites.
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Exemplified in the construct of social classes, the institutional, cultural and
individual set of practices and beliefs devalued Laura’s existence according to
her status as a Black woman and as a poor sharecropper. Not only was this
category of classism established by white society, as was demonstrated in the
case of Peb Falls, it was displayed in middle- and upper-class black society, by
those who attempted to define what was normal or acceptable in the class
hierarchy. The ideology of womanhood, value, and rules of etiquette applied to
the social classes of Black women as well, as evidenced in media.
In the following section, the significance of classism as a causal factor in
the lynching of Laura Nelson and L. D. Nelson will demonstrate how the
oppression of Blacks contributed to an environment that allowed for mob
violence. In addition, this section will illustrate the role of individual attitudes and
behaviors perpetuated by media that boosted a hierarchy even inside the African
American population. An examination of The Colored American Magazine will
illustrate how those perceptions of a social status also hampered Laura Nelson
as a mother and woman, and how ultimately, she did not fit into white societies’
ideals, nor the status quo ideal of what a Black woman should have been.
While not expressly stated, the conclusion can be made that Laura Nelson
and her family were poor. The Nelson family was sharecroppers as denoted in
the census, working for others, with no wealth of their own. Evidence that they
were poor and hungry is gleaned from the crime of felonious theft of the cow.
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Austin Nelson was not a rustler, but stole the cow to feed his family. This
conclusion was drawn from the fact that the sheriffs went to the house to retrieve
the remains of the animal. In addition to the Nelson family’s status as poor, the
family was uneducated. L. D., an 11-year-old, could not read or write, and Laura
herself could read, but not write. Education of the African American population
was not a major concern for policy-makers during this period. Governor Cruce
himself spoke about the elimination of the uneducated Negro in the state. A lack
of education ensured that means for upward mobility (in the social hierarchy)
would be extremely limited or non-existent. All of the above statements lead to
the conclusion that the Nelson family’s socioeconomic status placed them in
societies’ poor class.
Classism was amplified by the words of the Governor as well as the
District Judge who proclaimed the duty of Whites to protect this weaker race from
unjustifiable and lawless attacks. That protection, however, was lacking. The
definition of classism – a system of beliefs and cultural attitudes that ranks
people according to economic status, family lineage, job status, or level of
education – offers a mirror into the environment in which Laura Nelson
resided.224 In this instance, classism was the means by which the dominant
group oppressed those without power or privilege. To be victimized by classism

“What is Classism?” Class Action. Accessed November 1, 2021, https://classism.org/aboutclass/what-is-classism/.
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meant to be oppressed by a system that favored a hierarchy, was dismissive of
the needs of others, and proffered differential treatment toward those who were
deemed to be ranked at the bottom of the ladder.
Judge Caruthers argued that Negroes, in total, were racially inferior,
dependent, and even cunning. He did not, however, argue for equal treatment or
equal protection under the law, but placed the Negro populace in a type of
patriarchal system where the Whites, with their racial superiority, must take care
of them. His position as a judge guaranteed his role in the oppression of the
Negroes, the poor and uneducated. In the case of Laura Nelson, this was a Black
woman who dared to challenge white authority. This statement is not to argue in
defense of the shooting of the deputy, but I contend that Laura had no power to
confront white authority regardless, and could not rely on a justice system that
was already stacked against her.
Caruthers’s attitude toward Blacks in Oklahoma complimented the
perceptions of Governor Cruce who had no difficulty expressing his contempt.
Cruce praised “his people” [Whites] as highly civilized and cultured in comparison
to the citizens of New York, but suggested eliminating the illiterate Negroes, as
they seemed to bring the state down.225 These feelings of superiority toward
Black citizens in Oklahoma demonstrated an environment of classism because it
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showed a developed hierarchy with white society on the top rung of the ladder.
To this end, Laura Nelson and her son were not provided with competent and
adequate representation, and therefore the role of vigilantism became their judge
and jury.
While the accepted definition of classism brings into view a system of
oppression by those in power, nonetheless, differentiating between constructed
social classes (upper, middle, lower, poor) forces a divisiveness amongst its
various factions and also demonstrates the effects of classism. This is observed
in the differences, attitudes, and behaviors between the “rich” and the “poor” in
social groupings. Dismissing the lives and experiences of the poor serves to
elevate the upper- and middle-classes, and ultimately results in marginalization
of the lower classes, the working class and the poor.
The controversial question arises: Did classism exist between the
privileged and underprivileged amongst the Black population, and if so, how did it
affect Laura Nelson and her family? Social divisiveness between the classes, as
exampled in the case of Peb Falls, was not exclusive to white society. While it
remains recognizable among Black groups as well, over the centuries it became
a taboo topic, an underlying source of hostility that even Malcolm X decried in his
speech titled “The House Negro and the Field Negro.”226 Developed during the

1453malcolmx, “Malcolm X – The House Negro and the Field Negro,” YouTube Video, 23:17.
February 29, 2012. Accessed February 11, 2022,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7kf7fujM4ag. The speech was presented after the March on
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period of enslavement, a hierarchy grew between those who worked in the
enslavers’ homes vs. those who worked the plantation. It was exhibited in the
divisiveness over skin complexion, drawing a perceived superiority of those with
lighter complexions vs. darker complected individuals. A type of classist
hierarchy grew out of these stereotypes that has manifested, and remains an
element of contention amongst African Americans even today.
Individual classism is fostered by an individual’s beliefs, stereotypes, and
opinions that are developed about certain classes. News articles described Laura
as “bad,” depicted her as confrontational, cold, and uncaring as she allegedly
cursed a dying man; it begs the question of how this image was absorbed by the
Black community, and how those in the upper- and middle-classes viewed her
and the poor Blacks, if at all. There was no way to prove or disprove whether she
was as “bad” as the media had declared, but this was the perception of Laura
that was created. And as was the case with Peb Falls, poor Black women also
did not always fit neatly into the mold and image of the ideal woman, which
allowed for the media to manipulate her persona, thus increasing prejudices and
attitudes which ultimately strengthened the subordination of the lower classes.
Occasionally, the opportunity arises for those with privilege to become a
voice for those without, however, the chance for activism on behalf of others is

Washington (1963). Known as the “Message to the Grassroots” speech, it was given on March
26, 1964, and argues against the hierarchy that had developed amongst the enslaved.
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not always a desired challenge. In 1900, print media titled Colored American
Magazine began its publication run as one of the first magazines dedicated to
African American readers.227 It devoted its pages to the interests of Black
Americans, but the editors of the magazine declared that they specifically catered
to the educated middle- and upper-classes. Poetry, literature, profiles, articles,
and photographs celebrated a people who had survived slavery, but many of the
articles focused on improving oneself as to “benefit the race.” One of its main
contributors, Miss Pauline Hopkins, opted for what was termed “genteel
radicalism,” focusing on the political, and an uncompromising critique of racial
oppression in Jim Crow. Miss Hopkins’ genteel radicalism, however, was
eventually pushed out in favor of more coverage of African American
achievements, and was a way for editors to acquiesce to the delicate sensibilities
of a percentage of White readers and financial backers, who might have been
offended by her efforts.228
In thirty-eight editions of the magazine, numerous articles covered
women’s clubs, church attendance, and the Black woman’s part in uplifting the
Negro race. There were articles on the political spectrum, many of them by Miss
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Hopkins. Works by Booker T. Washington were included as well.229 While there
were several articles that discussed the problem of race in America, there were
only a few references to lynching, and one poem that specifically addressed the
subject. In comparison, The Crisis magazine directly confronted the lynching of
Laura Nelson, as well as other lynchings and crimes against African Americans.
The Colored American Magazine was produced from 1900-1909, during the
height of the Jim Crow era, at a time in which journalist Ida B. Wells-Barnett
fought to bring attention to the plight of lynching victims.
Very prominent on the cover of these magazines were the faces of Black
women. (Illustration 12) Out of thirty-eight issues, twenty-three had images on
the cover, only two of which were men; the remainder were women, wearing cap
and gown, dressed in frilly lace, and one holding a small child. These were the
images of the African American woman for the upper- and middle-classes, both
Black and White. These images were the perception of Black women that the
editors wanted to present to the public. But these images, as well as the contents
of the magazine, left out the voice of the lower class, poor, agricultural women,
reinforcing the hierarchy that defined classism. The magazine was a window into
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a type of culture that perpetuated the social constructs, and helped to foster an
idea of inferiority among working-class or poor people in the black community.
Praise of the lifestyles of the upper- and middle-classes in the black community,

Illustration 12. The Colored American Magazine.230

without addressing the oppression of the lower classes led to exclusion, to a
devaluation of people in society. Just as the Cult of Domesticity dictated the
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lifestyles of White upper- and middle-class women in the mid-nineteenth century,
this magazine attempted to do the same for Black women in the early 1900s.
There is no doubt that magazines are independent, and can print what
they wish, or cater to whomever they choose. The argument is not against the
media or free press. I argue only that these types of magazines painted an
uneven view of African American women in the public’s eyes, and reinforced a
system of oppression, wherein those without are devalued. The creation of this
type of literature that promoted and praised an agenda of upward mobility,
ensured that poor women like Laura Nelson were not seen as the model of the
African American woman. This helped to compound the marginalization of poor
Black women, and led to a greater divide between privileged and
underprivileged. The result was indifference.
The answer to the question of how classism among Blacks became a
factor in the lynching of Laura Nelson is complex. Among upper- and middleclass African Americans this level of classism was a demonstration of their
advantage, and was observed in their decision to celebrate their education and
successes. Classism inside one’s own racial grouping, however, was detrimental
to perceptions and played a part in determining one’s value. Because the lives of
lower and poorer classes were devalued or ignored, as members of the poor
class the lives and experiences of the Nelsons were ultimately dismissed as
worthless.
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This, along with classist ideology from white society, was the environment
in which the Nelsons resided. Government officials enacted policies and
practices and expressed racist ideology that disadvantaged those in the poor
classes. As presented in some influential African American literature, the
pressure to succeed and move away from the past meant a lack of
acknowledgement for those who still struggled. This helped foster an
environment of classism amongst the Black population, ensuring that the
Nelson’s problems were their own, and can also answer the question of how
these incidents conveniently faded from the public conscience.
Three Pictures Worth One Word – Addressing the Role of Photography in the
Lynching of Laura
There is an old adage that says a picture is worth a thousand words.
Examine them carefully and one can often find useful explanations of historic
events. The photographs presented here are worth one word only: soulless.
Soulless, not on the part of the victims in the images, but of the crowd that stood
by and watched, glorifying the macabre. Soulless on the part of the photographer
who staged these death scenes, and set about reaping monetary rewards for his
images.
Author Amy Louise Wood explored the oddity of witnesses to lynching in
her book Lynching and Spectacle. Wood discussed execution and lynching films,
and their impact on people who viewed these images. She wrote:
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White southerners received execution and lynching films not only
through their preconceived notions of and experiences with lynching,
but also through their newly formed conceptions of motion pictures.
…Indeed, much like other crowd activities, cinema spectatorship
helped to construct and solidify people’s class and racial identities.
When white southerners encountered a lynching or execution film,
they did so through these larger social conceptions of themselves
within an unsettled and changing world.231
Films, such as D. W. Griffith’s, The Birth of a Nation (1915) promoted
racial disparity and white supremacy to a White audience eager to see
themselves cast on the screen in heroic fashion.232 President Woodrow Wilson
chose to screen this movie in the White House for members of his cabinet and
his family, which was another example of leadership by racism. While Griffith’s
three-and-a-half-hour silent film has been praised for its fanciful production
efforts and pioneering features, it has been condemned for its elevation of racism
and its depiction of the rise of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) in a country fraught with
extrajudicial killings perpetrated by those who sought to terrorize the Black
communities. As with the racism spewed by leadership in Oklahoma, the viewing
of this movie in the White House disseminated the same message – the
superiority of whites, and just as importantly, that Blacks had no place in this
country.
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As Wood discovered, prominent citizens like Thomas Edison created films
about lynching as well. An inventor and businessman, Thomas Edison’s first
showing of his Vitascope in Dallas, Texas, in 1897, included both a “hanging
scene” and a “lynching scene.” His lynching scene, also known as Lynching of a
Horse-Thief, played in Vicksburg, Mississippi, while another lynching film,
Tracked by Bloodhounds (1904), was shown at carnivals and fairs in Waco,
Texas, among other southern cities.233
The purpose of addressing lynching films is helpful when attempting to
understand how ordinary people can come to look at such atrocities and become
numb to the savagery that humans commit against one another. However, it is
not the only means of documenting such activity. The use of photography and
postcards of lynchings provided the same exposure, only these “souvenir items”
offered images of the real events.
Without Sanctuary: Lynching Photography in America, is an album of
photographs and postcards, documenting victims of lynching and the brutality of
mob violence. The gallery of photographs is also available as an educational tool
on-line, and features the collection of James Allen and John Littlefield, with a
foreword by prominent civil rights activist, Congressman John Lewis (1940-
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2020).234 This section will examine the only known photographs in existence of a
Black woman lynched and will demonstrate how an environment of sexism
factored into lynching. Examination of these photographs will also offer concrete
evidence of the dehumanization of Black women, and its part as a contributing
factor in this manner of vigilante justice. The only known, existing photographs of
a woman lynched were taken by George Henry “Bill” Farnum of Okemah,
Oklahoma, on May 25, 1911. The victims in the photographs were Laura Nelson
and her son, L. D. Nelson.
The first image exhibited a panoramic scene of both Laura and L. D.
hanging beneath the old Schoolton Bridge. (Illustration 13) There were more than
fifty men, women, and children standing on the bridge walkway above. The group
was comprised of White spectators, with some climbing the scaffolding, and
others squatting down to get a better view. Laura stood out clearly in the
photograph, however, the rope attached to her body was barely visible, making it
seem from far away that she was merely floating. L. D. almost seemed to
disappear into the background of foliage, but for his light color shirt. A look at the
top of the rope attached to the L.D. showed the angle slightly askew.
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The second photograph was a close-up of Laura by herself, and in this
frame the rope and part of the hangman’s knot was visible. One could clearly see
the wedding band on the finger of her left hand. The long-sleeve dress was light
colored with an unknown type speckled design, and was loose-fitting, gathered at
the waist; the hem of the dress was torn, which made it difficult to see her bare
feet. Written on the bottom of the photograph were the words “COPYRIGHT –
1911 – G. H. FARNUM, OKEMAH, OKLA 2898.” (Illustration 14)

Illustration 13. Lynching of Laura and L. D. Nelson.235
George H. Farnum, “Lynching of Laura and L. D. Nelson, 25 May 1911, photograph 2899,”
George Henry Farnum Collection, Oklahoma Historical Society Research Division. Accessed
October 31, 2021,
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Illustration 14. Lynching of Laura Nelson.236
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lynching_of_Laura_and_L._D._Nelson,_25_May_1911,_
photograph_2899.jpg.
George H. Farnum, “Lynching of Laura Nelson, 1911, photograph 2898,” George Henry
Farnum Collection, Oklahoma Historical Society Research Division. Accessed October 31, 2021,
236
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A separate, close-up single picture of L. D. was also taken, in which can
be plainly seen his pants pulled down to his ankles. In the close-up photograph a
white square has been superimposed over his genitals. The number on that
photograph was 2894. (Illustration 15) This numbering indicated that there were
at least six photographs taken at the scene of this lynching.
The practice of taking photographs of the deceased at the scene of a
lynching was common. Often the photographs were made into postcards, and
mailed across the nation. Considered souvenirs, they became reminders of these
horrific events, but they also helped to spread fear to Black communities, and
fostered a supremacist ideology throughout the country. Some of the
photographs depicted hundreds and even thousands in attendance, with the
unobscured faces of men, women, and children smiling as they gazed at the
camera. There was no shame in what had been done, often obvious excitement.

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/32/Lynching_of_Laura_Nelson%2C_May_191
1.jpg.
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Illustration 15. Lynching of L. D. Nelson.237

In an article on United States Postal Service’s censorship of lynching
photographs, author Linda Kim reiterated the point:
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Photography, we now know, was not an accidental byproduct of
lynching, but was critical to the practice and its spectacular address.
Many lynchings were announced in the press, and when they were,
photographers would arrive early on the scene and jockey for good
positions for their cameras and quickly mass-produce prints of their
photographs as mementos for the crowds.238
Kim then argued that the Comstock Act, passed in 1908, was purported to
prohibit the sending of photographic postcards of lynchings through the mail, but
the law did no such thing. Kim stated that the birth of postal censorship of
lynching photographs began as an act of legislative legerdemain, basically
extending the existing Comstock law to include new materials under the heading
of obscenity. It grew to encompass not only sexual materials, but representations
of violence.239
Collector James Allen became absorbed with the idea of lynching
photography, spending years searching out flea markets and yard sales to locate
any hidden photos or postcards. Of the Nelson photographs he stated,
“Hundreds of flea markets later, a trader pulled me aside and in conspiratorial
tones offered to sell me a real photo postcard. It was Laura Nelson hanging from
a bridge, caught so pitiful and tattered and beyond retrieving – like a paper kite
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sagged on a utility wire.” This collection grew into Allen’s book, Without
Sanctuary: Lynching Photography in America.240
The photographer of the Nelson lynching, George Farnum, set up his
camera on the far side of the bridge in order to obtain a full, panoramic picture of
the lynching victims. Examining the crowd above, one can only see White
pedestrians standing on the bridge. Women appeared dressed in Sunday best,
and men wearing hats and ties made for a festive scene. It is known why, but
one must question exactly how this picture was created.
According to newspaper accounts, the lynch mob had taken Laura and L.
D. to the colored side of town. If that is indeed where this bridge is located, from
where did this group emerge? Perhaps they were spectators that had been
invited to the scene to witness first-hand that their type of justice had been done.
They stood casually, comfortably, some leaning, some scaling the bridge. None
looked the least bit distressed. Even though the images of the crowd were far
away in the distance, their faces could still be seen directed toward the camera
lens. One young juvenile was given the “honored duty” of raising the corpse
slightly for better framing in the photograph. The group was posing for the
picture.
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There are several inferences to be made from the specific composition
and meaning of this photograph. The White crowd above the Nelsons signifies
superiority. It is a not-so-subtle reminder of what will happen to Negroes if they
step out of line. Using the young juvenile to dangle the body of L. D. signals
strength; the youngster has no fear at all. It almost seems like a “passing of the
rope” on to the next generation, and the continuation of white supremacy and
male dominance. That L. D.’s pants have been pulled down to his ankles is
further degradation and humiliation in his death.
The second photograph, the close-up of Laura, devalues her worth as a
woman, as a mother. Some versions of the lynching state that she had her young
child with her in the jail, and the child was left by the side of the road, later to be
retrieved by an unknown party. However, none of the newspaper articles
mentioned this, perhaps because it might have elicited sympathy. In its
composition, there is nothing unusual in the framing of the photograph, except for
the body hanging beneath the bridge. The taut rope can clearly be observed
around her neck, which tilted her head to the side at an odd angle. In this
vantage Farnum captured the rippling of water flowing beneath her. She was fully
clothed, and newspapers had pointedly noted there were no extraneous marks
on her, except for the mark of the rope on her neck. The reason for this careful
picture, as well as the denial of marks on her body was a direct attempt to
dismiss the accusations of rape made by the NAACP.
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There are many ways that sexism can be conveyed, including through
behavior, images, laws and policies, and practices and traditions. It can function
in conjunction with other forms of oppression.241 In this instance, an environment
rife with racism worked in conjunction with sexism, which then facilitated the
violence perpetuated against Laura Nelson, amidst the racist myths and
stereotypes that Black women have endured since before their arrival to this
nation.
The presence of sexism directed against Black women was a carryover
from the period of enslavement, and was demonstrated in the horrific deeds
committed against the female body. Lynching of Black women during this era
was an extension of this. A dominant view of the enslaved Black woman had
always been that their value was tied to their ability to birth children, but this
notion stood in direct contradiction to their position as a mother. They had been
devalued as a mother to their own children, frequently in favor of the children of
the enslavers. The photograph of Laura and her son, L. D., demonstrated this. As
her son had been lynched next to her, her role and value as a mother has been
eliminated, and she had absolutely no power to protect her own child.
Hostile sexism, as defined by authors Zawn Villines and Dr. Emelia
Arquilla, DO, “…involves any overtly hostile attitudes about women, such as the

Zawn Villines and Emelia Arquilla, “What is Sexism?” Medical News Today Newsletter, June
29, 2021. Accessed November 2, 2021, https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/what-issexism.
241

156

belief that women are manipulative, sinful, weak, or resentful. Hostile sexism is
dangerous and fuels gender-based violence.”242 This image of Laura and her son
underscored the environment of hostile sexism. Laura had been renounced as a
bad woman, and was accused of killing one of their own; the resulting lynching
was the effort to eradicate that problem.
Dehumanizing Laura
According to Dr. Sherry Hamby, dehumanization involves redefining the
targets of prejudice and violence by making them seem less human than other
people.243 In order to justify particularly virulent behavior toward African American
women, the perception that they were not human allowed for violence against
them, such as rape and murder, without the burden of guilt. Therefore, raping
and lynching a woman who was not thought to be a woman had no
repercussions. The difference between the lynchings of Josefa Segovia, Peb
Falls, and Laura Nelson is evident in the manner in which these women were
perceived, and specifically how their humanity was attacked. All three women
suffered lynching at the hands of mobs spurred on by a commonality of causal
factors of racism, sexism, and classism. The lynching of Laura Nelson had the
contributing factor of dehumanization. The following section will discuss the
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violence perpetuated against Black women, and how these narratives of lynching
show dehumanization as a contributing factor that is not present in the lynching
of Mexican and White women.
Identifying factors that legitimized the vigilante violence of these lynchings
is important in the explanation of how and why such incidents occur. Exploring
the difference between causal factors and contributing factors demonstrates the
difference between the lynching of Laura Nelson, Josefa Segovia, and Peb Falls.
Causal factors are the various conditions that produced the effect. In this study,
racism, sexism, and classism are the prominent causal factors, and worked in
concert with each other to trigger the violence against these women.
The contributing factor of dehumanization, however, applies to only one
victim of this vigilante violence. This concept is supported by the definition of a
contributing factor as the specific condition which influences the effect, increasing
its likelihood. Dehumanization was the means by which the mobs justified their
violence against Black women. In the case of Laura Nelson, she had been
stripped of her humanity. Black women, having been historically regarded as
animalistic, were not considered to be women at all, and as a result their bodies
could be desecrated in any manner the mobs chose.
Jennifer Morgan in her book on Laboring Women, discussed how images
of Black women developed through the eyes of Europeans, via travel guides,
books, journals and pictures. For the most part, Black women were thought of as
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beastly, some even comparing African women’s breasts to an animal’s teats.244
Subsequent racist caricatures of Jezebel, Mammy, Hottentot Venus, among
others, in turn shaped the perceptions of Black women as bad, angry, and
vicious. This dehumanization ultimately helped facilitate the excessive violence
that Laura Nelson and her son suffered.
Violence against African American women, specifically rape and murder,
has unfortunately not been an unusual actuality. As African women were brought
to this country on slaver ships, these women suffered at the hands of their
enslavers; rape was commonplace. Historian Ken Donovan, one of the few who
have studied rape onboard slave ships in the Transatlantic Slave Trade routes,
wrote:
Since the women’s living quarters were below deck near the officer’s
accommodations, the officers had easy access to the women. In fact,
to pass from the slave deck to the quarterdeck, the women had to
climb stairs that passed through the officers’ cabins. Women were
thus subject to sexual advance and it was typical for an officer to
choose a female slave to wait on him “at the table and in bed.” Some
crew members joined slaving voyages because they wanted free
access to African women.245
The enslaved female was victimized sexually, suffering from rape by
White males, and often forced into familial relationships with enslaved men in
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order to reproduce. Regardless of the circumstances, the act of rape by both
White and Black males ensured that these women were no longer perceived as
human, but merely a vessel for forced aggressions, degrading motives, and
economic incentives.
The image of a promiscuous Black woman had been carefully cultivated
through derogatory words and images. The idea that African American women
could not be raped allowed for victims of sexual assault to be dismissed or
disregarded. Freedman, in her chapter titled, “Contesting the Rape of Black
Women,” argued this point. She wrote:
The sexual integrity of black women played a key role in this
postemancipation struggle. As one form of control, southern whites
deepened the association of rape as an act committed by a black
(not a white) man against a white (not a black) woman. In addition to
using rape charges to justify lynching, they treated all black women
as acceptable sexual outlets for what a northern journalist critically
referred to as “the licentious passions of Southern white men.”
Rather than define their assaults as rape, these men presumed that
black women either welcomed them or had no moral purity to
defend.246
One slave narrative from a man named Moses Grandy provided a horrific
depiction of the violence perpetuated against African American women. He
stated:
Women who had sucking children suffered much from their breasts
becoming full of milk, the infants being left at home; they therefore
could not keep up with the other hands. I have seen the overseer
246
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beat them with raw hide so that the blood and the milk flew mingled
from their breasts. …She is compelled to lie down over a hole made
to receive her corpulency, and is flogged with the whip, or beat with
a paddle, which has holes in it; at every stroke comes a blister.247
The NAACP in their details of the lynching state that Laura Nelson was
raped. It is within this realm that I argue Laura Nelson was further victimized by a
process of dehumanization. It is noteworthy that news articles pointedly declared
that Laura had no evidence of any marks, other than that around her neck. The
purpose of this was to convince readers in the white community that she was not
raped. Closer inspection of the photograph offers details that cannot be
dismissed.
Laura’s son L. D. Nelson hangs silently next to his mother. It was the
trauma to this young boy’s body that supported the accusation of rape. In the
image, a large white marking was superimposed over the genitals of L. D. The
question arises as to why. There can be no excuse of modesty, as the effort
would have been to pull up his pants as they hung him. But as you closely
examine the single picture of L. D., signs of massive blood loss can be observed
having run down the child’s exposed leg, heavily saturating his pants. The
necessity for the white marking was to cover up the fact that a 12-year-old boy
had been castrated before being hung. Laura’s young daughter had been left by
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the roadside, without concern for her safety. Is it really a far stretch to believe
that Laura Nelson was also raped?
Laura Nelson’s humanity had long been rejected. As an African American
woman, she had been subjected to the historical perception of an animal.
Lynched along with her son, and the dismissive actions towards her young
daughter, took away not only her womanhood, but her status as a mother as
well. Dehumanization became a contributing factor in the lynching of Laura and
L. D. Nelson; it was demonstrated in the manner in which Eliza Woods was
lynched. The extra efforts of humiliation communicated to the community of
African American women that they were merely vessels, completely at the mercy
of others.

Conclusion
On March 29, 1914, a Black woman named Marie Scott was accused of
stabbing to death a White man named Lemuel Peace. She was arrested and
jailed. On Tuesday, three days after the incident, a mob of one hundred White
men broke into the jail, subdued the jailer and took Scott from her cell. They
placed a rope around her neck and hung her from a pole.248 She was the second
Black woman lynched in Oklahoma. (Illustration 16)
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Illustration 16. One Hundred Men Lynched Negro Woman At Wagoner.249

There were discrepancies in the details of her lynching as well. The Tulsa
Star reported that Peace was a man in good standing within the community,
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Scott was a prostitute, and the “sentiment here is with the mob.”250 The Chicago
Defender indicated that Peace was in a romantic relationship with Scott, she was
six months pregnant with his child, and that she was drug through the streets by
the rope around her neck.251 The NAACP provided their version as well, stating
that Scott was 17 years old, and was killed in place of her brother, who they
reported actually killed Peace after the man had assaulted Scott. The brother
escaped and Scott was lynched in his place.252
On May 19, 1918, Mary Turner was lynched in Brooks County, Georgia, at
Folsom’s Bridge. Her crime was publicly speaking out and threatening legal
action against the lynching of her husband, which had taken place the day
before. Mary, eight months pregnant, was hung upside down from a tree limb
and doused with gasoline, which burned the clothing from her body. She was still
alive when the mob used a large butcher knife to cut the unborn child from her
body. As the baby fell to the ground, a member of the mob crushed the baby’s
head with his foot. Her body was then riddled with hundreds of bullets. 253
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There are many of these stories. While the percentage of Black women
lynched is minimal in the overall accounting of Black victims, it is not a statistic
that should be dismissed. Understanding the circumstances which allowed for
this type of action is impactful in the overall study of violence against Black
women that has manifested over the centuries.
The conditions were met in the town of Okemah, Okfuskee County,
Oklahoma. Racism, sexism, and classism merged together to cultivate an
environment that allowed for the lynching of Laura Nelson without repercussions.
The contributing factor of dehumanization facilitated the incident. A poor Black
woman challenged white supremacist ideology by standing up to law
enforcement. Whether she was responsible for the killing of Deputy Sheriff Loney
became irrelevant, as normal means of justice were withdrawn in favor of mob
violence.
It is not difficult to conclude that the words of those in power help to set
the stage for the furtherance of violence. As demonstrated by Governor Cruce
and District Judge Caruthers, the preponderance of racism in Oklahoma was
celebrated from the top. A white, male-dominated society was boosted by those
in power who believed it was their patriarchal duty to control the Negroes in their
community; those who did not conform would be dealt with by mob justice.
The lynching of these women would not survive thorough scrutiny with
merely a discussion of racism alone. Sexism and classism found relevant roles in
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these situations as well, forging a compound of reasoning that justified violence
against Black women. Throughout the history of Black women in this country,
they have been hampered by both racist and sexist ideologies, created and
preserved in degrading imagery and violence; the poor have been trapped with
the extra complication of existing on the bottom rung of the social class. In
addition, dehumanization factored into the process. Not only is it important to
understand the mentality of the mob, it is vital to understand the circumstances
that existed in this environment.
Laura’s Legacy
On July 22, 2021, a different headline from an Oklahoma news source
read, “Time Has Come to Discuss the 1911 Nelson Lynching in Okemah.” A
panel discussion took center stage at the Okemah’s Crystal Theatre, a block
from the location where Laura and L. D. Nelson had been held. Benjamin Bates,
a retired Langston University English professor, led the panel discussion and
related his version of the details of the lynching to the group.254
Bates was quoted as saying, “Right now, all we know about Laura Nelson
was that she was hanged. That’s the end of her story. I would like for there to be
a better story than that – at least to know this injustice happened. We can
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reconcile ourselves by seeing that it is there and not pushing it under the rug any
further and be open about it. That is what we are hoping to do, and we think it
reconciles communities.” Bates was moved by the photographs of Laura and her
son, and has launched the Laura Nelson Project to bring awareness to the
lynching.255
Another panelist, Henrietta Hicks, was a resident of Boley, which was one
of the prominent all-Black towns near Okemah. The rumor circulated in Okemah
that citizens from Boley would rise up in revenge for the lynchings. Hicks refuted
that stating, “And [Boley residents] did not attack. Do you think that the people of
Boley in 1911 would come to Okemah, unarmed or only with a hoe or an axe,
when Okemah had guns? Do you think they were that stupid?”256
There were some problematic areas with the information disseminated by
the panel. Bates provided the historical background on the incident itself. He
determined the age of L. D. to be 16 years old, but the Federal Census indicate
the child was 11 years old in 1910. He also stated that Laura’s young child was a
boy left by the side of the road, when in actuality census records declared that
the child, Carry, was a girl. This is significant because researchers on the panel
believe they uncovered the identity of the “boy” child. There are no official
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records or stories of what happened to the youngest Nelson child, and relating
this information without sufficient documentation is detrimental. It presents a false
legacy and hope for people who wish for something more, for those who wish for
justice for Laura and L. D. While Bates and the rest of the panel are wellmeaning in their efforts, it is necessary to ensure that the correct information is
circulated during this type of panel discussion.
As with the legend of Josefa Segovia, a musician also set Laura Nelson’s
story to music. Brooke Harvey performed the song, “Don’t Kill My Baby & My
Son,” with lyrics by Woody Guthrie.257 Words scroll across the screen in the 8:02
video recounting the story of the Nelsons while a single guitar strums softly in the
background. Harvey’s voice is subdued as the guitar accompanies her.
According to the chimesfreedom website, Harvey is from Newcastle, New South
Wales, Australia.258 It is unknown if she wrote the music for Guthrie’s lyrics. This
reveals how Laura’s legacy, as well as the experiences of Black women, has
found a voice and an interest outside of the United States.
Many of those who were initially exposed to the photographs of Laura
Nelson and her son, L. D., often express the impact those images had. Yolanda
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Wisher, Poet Laureate of Philadelphia and Pennsylvania offers “The Ballad of
Laura Nelson,” addressing the photographs of George H. Farnum in four stanzas
as pictures of evil.259 The poet reclaims Laura’s humanity by labelling her Mama
in the opening stanza. The imagery that she conjures from her words forces the
reader to acknowledge the bodies hanging beneath the bridge; the structure itself
likened to an ark, contains not only the dead bodies of the mother and son, but
the “livewire bodies, ladies with wide hats, parasols & children…” This bridge,
this scene, “holds their dirty secrets.” The use of the words “sung by a mammy,”
confirms the stereotypes and imagery that have been assigned to Black women
throughout the ages, and has become a part of the dehumanization of Laura,
facilitating these pictures of evil.260
Advocate and activist LaShawnda Crowe Storm was also moved by the
photographs of the Nelsons, stating she was “mortified the day I saw the image.”
She did not immediately know what to do, but over time she arrived at a
response. Storm created “The Lynch Quilts Project” in order to off-set the vision
she held from the photographs. The project is a community-based initiative, and
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examines the history and ramifications of racial violence in the United States
through the tradition of quilting.261
Quilting is often seen as a tradition among African American women, with
treasured quilts passed down through generations. African American quilting is
almost as old as the history of America. Black slave women were needed for
spinning, weaving, sewing and quilting on plantations and in other wealthy
households.262 Storm pays homage to the history of African American women as
well as Laura and L. D. Nelson with her project.
In a conversation with Storm about her work, she mentioned visiting
Okemah, Oklahoma, and the site of the Nelson lynching. Storm has sojourned to
the location several times, and expressed the importance of actually stepping
foot onto the land. She stated the impact of what happened there can only be felt
and understood when you actually see the site first hand, in addition to
remembering her at her gravesite. The location where the Nelson’s were buried
was not noted or marked, and Storm indicates that the location the city has
highlighted as their graves does not appear accurate as you walk the area. She
also stated that the city of Okemah initially had no information on the lynching
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until more recent years. Noteworthy is that the nearby city of Boley did maintain a
large amount of documentation on the incident.263
Storm recreated the photograph of Laura Nelson onto a quilt. (Illustration
17) The image of the lynched woman rests in the middle of black material, with a
very prominent red scroll design surrounding it. The quilt hangs from a wall and is
brightly lit. Chairs and tables are situated around it. The chosen colors, deep red
etched onto the black material, are symbolic for red blood or death and the
blackness of Laura’s lynching. The use of the chairs and table are indicative of a
festive, afternoon outing, and are reminiscent of the seeming Sunday outing of
the spectators on the bridge. It is a strikingly beautiful piece, but it does not
minimize the tragedy that occurred, rather it boldly confronts Laura’s experience.
Storm is also completing a quilt in honor of L. D. Nelson, as well as the
two daughters she states Laura had. She indicated daughter Carry, and a
second baby, a two-month-old, were left by the road. As has been mentioned
before, it is unknown what happened with Laura’s child(ren). L. D.’s quilt is
surrounded by colorful patterns, like that which would be attributed to a child.
Two small shadows of young girls are superimposed upon the corner of the quilt
beneath their brother. Storm says the quilt is interactive and people have created
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small toys, clothes and objects to be placed on and around the piece. (Illustration
18) The quilts are a constant reminder of a tragic event.

Illustration 17. Her Name was Laura Nelson Quilt.264
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Illustration 18. L. D. Nelson Quilt.265
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In the course of examining numerous newspaper articles surrounding the
executions of Josefa Segovia, Peb Falls, Laura Nelson and L. D. Nelson, the
phrase “lynching bee” was used frequently, attributed to the mobs’ activities. A
journalist writing for a Virginia newspaper in 1891 even titled their article, “The
Lynching Bee,” in reference to a mob of three hundred men who set the time for
their lynching event at 10:30 p.m., took three Negroes from the jail, hung them,
and shot them full of bullets.266 The phrasing is reminiscent of the term “sewing
bee,” or “quilting bee,” a popular social event in the mid-nineteenth century, in
which like-minded groups – usually composed of women, but also attended by
men later in the evening to enjoy a customary feast – gathered to accomplish
some sort of domestic task for the benefit of a specific person, the group itself, or
the community in which they resided.267 The idea of a “lynching bee” is
disturbing. It invokes the idea of a joyful social gathering where the group has
assembled to accomplish a task for the good of the community, to rid it of the
monstrous blight, to gleefully take justice into their own hands. A bee connotes a

The Norfolk Weekly Landmark, “The Lynching Bee,” October 21, 1891, Norfolk, Virginia.
Accessed November 22, 2021,
https://www.newspapers.com/image/604953743/?terms=lynching%20bee&match=1.
266

The Quilting Bee, “Social Aspects.” Accessed November 22, 2021,
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~MA02/index/freed-index/Quilts/QuiltingBee.html.
267

174

good time. “Ordinarily the participants in a lynching bee talk freely enough,”
declared one article describing the Peb Falls lynching espousing their deed.268
American poet, William Ellery Leonard in his poem titled “The Lynching
Bee,” forces the reader to collaborate with the mob by joining the bee, becoming
one of the “twelve true men in pants and coats, the sort who pay their bills, and
cast their votes.”269 Poet Charles Fred White also addressed the idea of lynching
bee in his poem titled, “Afro-American.” The words, synchronized with the melody
of the song “My Country ‘Tis of Thee,” label this country the “Land of the
Lynching Bee.”270
Storm has captured the idea of a lynching bee and dismantled it. Using
her own quilting bee, she has taken the travesty of lynching and hollowed out the
air of festiveness often accompanying these gatherings, replacing it with the
mournful voices of the victims. Her work functions as a transference of meaning
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associated with the phrase, and though one hundred and ten years later, it offers
a measure of acknowledgement and closure for Laura and L.D. Nelson, and her
family.
On her website, Storm has the following picture posted of the memorial to
Laura and L. W. [L. D.] Nelson. Her comments below the picture indicate the
photograph is from the National Memorial for Peace and Justice in July, 2019.
“Rest in Power Nelson Family. Next time I go, I’ll leave four bouquets.”
(Illustration 19)
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Illustration 19. The National Memorial for Peace and Justice Tribute to Laura
Nelson and L. W. Nelson.271
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CHAPTER FIVE
VOICES

Activism
The voices of lynching victims were silenced by the ropes from which they
hung; women victimized were silenced by history, thus the lack of studies
attributed to their experiences. The National Memorial for Peace and Justice,
opened to the public on April 26, 2018, is an effort to speak for these victims and
offer a legacy that had been denied. According to the Equal Justice Initiative
website, the memorial is dedicated to the legacy of enslaved Black people,
African Americans humiliated by racial segregation and Jim Crow, and people of
color burdened with contemporary presumptions of guilt and police violence. It is,
just as importantly, dedicated to “people terrorized by lynching.”272 800 steel
columns hang overhead, imprinted with the names of the counties in which
victims of racial terror met violent mobs. (Illustration 20) As has been noted,
women suffered from racial terror as well. Therefore, while this memorial serves
the African American community and its struggles from slavery, the inclusion of
women in the memorial should inspire visitors to remember all women who fell
victim to this type of mob violence.

Equal Justice Initiative, “The National Memorial for Peace and Justice.” Accessed November
9, 2021, https://museumandmemorial.eji.org/memorial.
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Illustration 20. Museum and Memorial.273

Who advocates for victims, and what responsibility or authority, if any,
does the Federal government have to address this issue? The following section
uses biographies, and song lyrics to present a brief history of some significant
activists and their efforts to highlight the atrocities of lynching, as well as an
examination of the role of the government in its attempts to legislate actions.

Equal Justice Initiative, “Museum and Memorial.” Accessed November 9, 2021,
https://museumandmemorial.eji.org/memorial.
273

179

As has been addressed in this work, the name Ida B. Wells-Barnett (18621931) is already known as perhaps the loudest journalistic voice for victims of
lynchings. She was a pioneer in the fight for civil rights, and used her platform to
speak out against injustice. Born into slavery in Holly Springs, Mississippi, the
responsibility for the care of her siblings fell to her after the death of her parents
and an infant brother to a yellow-fever epidemic. She eventually moved her
family to Tennessee and worked as an educator. Wells-Barnett’s activism began
early in her life as she filed a lawsuit against a train car company for unfair
treatment, after being thrown off of a first-class train even though she had the
appropriate ticket. After the lynching of one of her friends, she set out to
investigate. Her work so enraged the local White population that they burned
down her press office and drove her from Memphis, forcing her move to Chicago,
Illinois.274
Wells-Barnett’s work continued as she moved about the country focusing
on highlighting the plight of African Americans and victims of lynchings. Her
compilation, The Red Record: Tabulated Statistics and Alleged Causes of
Lynching in the United States, is a beginning source, detailing specific cases and
assessing the causes of lynching.275 It was Wells-Barnett whose inquiries and

Arlisha R. Norwood, “Ida B. Wells-Barnett (1862-1931),” National Women’s History Museum,
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data concluded that African American men were targeted and consistently falsely
accused of raping White women. A letter from Frederick Douglass prefaced her
book, “thanking Miss Wells for her faithful paper on the lynch abomination now
generally practiced against colored people in the South.” Douglass praised her
efforts, calling her a “brave woman.”276
Alongside Wells-Barnett was another prominent woman activist. Mary
Eliza Church Terrell (1863-1954), graduated from Oberlin College and was in a
position, as a part of the rising Black middle- and upper-classes, to use her
status to fight against racial discrimination. She earned both a bachelor’s and
master’s degree. The impetus for Terrell’s activism was also the lynching of a
friend. While Terrell joined Wells-Barnett, her work also focused on “racial uplift,”
stressing the importance of education, work and community activism. “Lifting as
we climb” became the motto of a group that she helped to found, the National
Association of Colored Women (NACW). Terrell, along with Wells-Barnett were
founders and charter members of the NAACP.277
The NAACP was officially founded in 1909, after a deadly race riot in
Springfield, Illinois, in 1908, and in response to a multitude of lynchings. Oswald
Garrison Villard, a White civil rights activist and descendent of famous abolitionist

276

Wells-Barnett, The Red Record, 1.

Debra Michals, “Mary Church Terrell (1863-1954),” National Women’s History Museum, 2017.
Accessed November 7, 2021, https://www.womenshistory.org/educationresources/biographies/mary-church-terrell.
277

181

Fanny Garrison Villard, along with approximately sixty other participants,
gathered and focused their work on removing barriers of racial discrimination
through the democratic processes. Villard was responsible for the letter written to
Governor Cruce on behalf of Laura Nelson. W. E. B. DuBois was also one of the
organization’s original directors, and was made director of publications and
research, establishing The Crisis magazine as the official publication. In addition
to Wells-Barnett’s work, the NAACP gathered and published statistics on
lynchings, and organized to bring an end to the mob violence.278
In 1919, the Commission on Interracial Cooperation (CIC) was founded in
Atlanta, Georgia. One of its missions was to educate White southerners about
the travesty of lynching and mob violence. In 1933, the group published The
Tragedy of Lynching, which was a 598-page compilation of their investigation into
lynching. Completed by Dr. Arthur F. Raper, Research and Field Secretary, the
task was to analyze lynching, its background and circumstances. From the
introduction the group acknowledged, “The lynching problem is of high national
importance. Until America can discover and apply means to end these relapses
to the law of the jungle, we have no assurance that ordered society will not at any
moment be overthrown by the blind passion of a potentially ever-present mob.”279
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Overall, the anti-lynching activism in most of this well-meaning work, took
into consideration mostly the plight of African American men. What was missing
from this activism was a focus on the experiences of women. There was,
however, one activist that did use his voice to highlight the plight of one female
victim. Folk singer Woodie Guthrie found his influence and voice for the victim in
the death of Laura Nelson.
Woody Guthrie and the Photograph of Laura and L. D. Nelson
Perhaps one of the most famous and patriotic songs ever recorded was
written and sung by Woody Guthrie (1912-1967), a well-known folk artist of the
20th century. All children, regardless of race, learn the words to “This Land is
Your Land,” and they sing it proudly in front of their parents inside school
auditoriums across the nation. The major themes for much of Guthrie’s music
involved patriotism, socialism, and anti-fascism. Woodrow Wilson Guthrie was
born in Okemah, Okfuskee County, Oklahoma, one year after the lynching of
Laura Nelson.280
Guthrie’s father, Charley, was a real estate broker, local politician, a
Southern Democrat, and member of the Okemah chapter of the Ku Klux Klan.
Guthrie was named after President Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924). The elder

Woody Guthrie, “Woody Guthrie’s Biography.” Accessed November 4, 2021,
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Guthrie was elected to the office of District Court Clerk in 1907, and authored
numerous anti-socialist articles.281
After Guthrie had gained fame, New York journalist Joe Klein interviewed
Woody Guthrie’s family and friends in 1977. The topic of Charley Guthrie arose
when Klein spoke with Claude Guthrie (Charley Guthrie’s younger brother).
According to Klein, Claude Guthrie launched into a story about the Nelson
lynching as if it were a high school prank. He said:
It was pretty bad back there in them days…The niggers was pretty
bad over there in Boley, you know…Charley and them, they throwed
this nigger and his mother in jail, both of them, the boy and the
woman. And that night, why they stuck out and hung [laughter], they
hung them niggers that killed that sheriff…I just kind of laughed
[laughter]. I knew darn well that rascal [Charley] was---I knew he was
in on it.282
In an article by Mark Allan Jackson on the music of Woody Guthrie,
Jackson explained the influence that guided some of his songs. Guthrie
described a friend’s painting that he had recently seen. He said, “Stayed a few
nights with [a] artist and painter by trade, and he’s got a mighty good picture of a
lynching a hanging on … [his] wall … it shows you one man, a Negro man,
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Accessed November 7, 2021,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43472750?seq=9#metadata_info_tab_contents.
281

282

Archer, “Reading the Riot Acts,” 509.

184

already hung for excitement and entertainment, and another’n being drug in and
beat up with clubs and chains and fists and guns.”283
Woody Guthrie had to deal with his own racism, his prejudices and his use
of racist language, but the image of that lynching had a dramatic effect on the
activist. Guthrie stated, “It reminds me of the postcard picture they sold in my
home town for several years, a showing you a negro mother, and her two young
sons, a hanging by the neck from a river bridge, and the wild wind a whistling
down the river bottom, and the ropes stretched tight by the weight of their
bodies…stretched tight like a big fiddle string.”284 Guthrie was so troubled by the
image that he wrote a song to highlight the incident. He spoke for Laura, and
gave a voice to her and her son, L. D., thereby making an attempt to restore their
humanity. While he did not have all of the details correct, Guthrie was moved
enough by the lynching image to try to put into words what he observed. The
following is an excerpt from song lyrics that Guthrie composed about the lynching
of Laura Nelson:
Don’t Kill My Baby and My Son
As I walked down that old dark town
In the town where I was born,

Mark Allan Jackson, “Dark Memory: A Look at Lynching in American through the Life, Times,
and Songs of Woody Guthrie,” Popular Music and Society, Volume 28, Issue 5 (2005): 663-675.
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I heard the saddest lonesome moan
I ever heard before.
My hair it trembled at the roots
Cold chills run down my spine,
As I drew near that jail house
I heard this deathly cry:
O, don't kill my baby and my son,
O, don't kill my baby and my son.
You can stretch my neck on that old river bridge,
But don't kill my baby and my son.
Then I saw a picture on a postcard
It showed the Canadian River Bridge,
Three bodies hanging to swing in the wind,
A mother and two sons they'd lynched.285
Jackson credited Guthrie’s shift from racist rhetoric to his friendships with
a number of Black bluesmen.286 It is clear, however, that the photograph of Laura
Nelson and her son L. D., had a great impact on the folk singer. A second song,
“Slipknot, Hangknot,” also demonstrated Guthrie’s disdain for the practice.
Anti-Lynching Legislation – The Federal Government’s Response
On February 21, 1900, Representative George White of North Carolina
(1852-1918), a former slave, and the last African American in Congress who had
served since the Reconstruction Era (1865-1877), submitted a petition supporting
House Resolution 6963, legislation that he had introduced on January 20, 1900.
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The petition protested the lynching of African Americans, sought to make
lynching a crime, and favored the creation of a “Central Detective Bureau,” which
would be used to compile information for prosecution of persons involved in
lynching.287
In 1918, Missouri Representative Leonidas Carstarphen Dyer, a White
Republican, introduced the Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill (H. R. 11279). The bill was
passed by the House of Representatives on January 26, 1922, but was ultimately
stalled by a filibuster in the Senate by Southern Democrats. Initially, the NAACP,
under the leadership of Moorfield Storey, a lawyer, did not support the Dyer Bill,
arguing that it was unconstitutional, infringing upon states’ rights. He eventually
changed his position and supported the bill.288 The Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill was
the most prominent of anti-lynching legislation.
In the interim, nearly 200 pieces of legislation were introduced, seeking to
categorize lynching as a federal crime. None of those bills were passed. On
February 20, 2020, the House Majority Leader Steny H. Hoyer (MD), announced
via press release that the House of Representatives would vote on H. R. 35, the
Emmett Till Antilynching Act. Introduced by Representative Bobby L. Rush (D-IL),
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the bill would designate lynching as a hate crime under federal law.289 The
Senate equivalent, S. 488, titled the “Justice for Victims of Lynching Act of 2019,”
was bipartisan legislation drafted by Senators Kamala Harris (D-CA), Cory
Booker (D-NJ), and Tim Scott (R-SC), and recognized the publication of Without
Sanctuary: Lynching Photography in America, as an influence in helping bring
greater awareness and proper recognition for victims of lynching. The Senate
legislation was co-sponsored by 44 additional members of Congress.290 The
legislation received overwhelming approval, but was ultimately objected to and
held up by Senator Rand Paul (R-KY) solely, as he sought to change specific
language that would apply a “serious bodily injury standard.”291
On January 4, 2021, Congressman Bobby L. Rush (D-IL-1) introduced H.
R. 55 (the renumbered Emmett Till Antilynching Act), in order to amend section
249 of title 18, United States Code, to specify lynching as a hate crime act.292
Section 14 of the legislation references a resolution passed in 2005, which
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apologized for the Senate’s failure to enact anti-lynching legislation as a federal
crime. Senator Landrieu remarked, “There may be no other injustice in American
history for which the Senate so uniquely bears responsibility.” The bill was
referred to a subcommittee on March 1, 2021. As of December, 2021, the bill
remained in the Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security.293
It appears to be a difficult task for legislators when it comes to enacting
federal lynching laws. As has been observed throughout history, ever in fear of
overstepping their boundaries or pushing beyond their prejudices, legislators opt
to side-step matters that are beneficial to the entire populace.
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CHAPTER SIX
JOSEFA SEGOVIA, PEB FALLS, LAURA NELSON AND L.D. NELSON

Conclusion
We plead not for the colored people alone, but for all victims of the terrible
injustice which puts men and women to death without form of law.
– Ida B. Wells-Barnett294
Despite a common misconception, women were victimized by lynching as
well. Consideration of this fact forces one to question why. In order to protect
White women, Black men were lynched, but the impetus behind lynching women
fell to other motivations. Causal and contributing factors of racism, sexism,
classism, and dehumanization combined and overlapped, eliciting the injustice of
mob violence against women.
Identifying a commonality of causal factors of racism, sexism, and
classism as environments in which these women existed is vital to demonstrating
how a white, male-dominated society used these social structures to eliminate
those who did not fit into the status quo, and those who did not measure up to
white standards. In addition, however, the contributing factor of dehumanization
converged and further exacerbate Black women’s existence, making their
experiences different from other victims. Whether or not they were guilty of the
crimes for which these women stood accused was not a determinant for the
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mobs, and this analysis declines to tackle their guilt or innocence. Ultimately,
Josefa Segovia, Peb Falls, and Laura Nelson alongside her son, fell victim to
vigilantes who felt it was their duty to exact their own method of justice.
The timeframes during which these lynchings took place exposed
environments of racism. In the 1850s California Gold Rush era, after war with
Mexico, there was a growth of racist sentiment toward ethnic Mexicans as a
White populace moved westward. Discrimination in the mining towns even led to
legislation meant to exclude, and fostered faux justice that intended to eradicate.
The years after the end of the Reconstruction Era saw a continuation of the
hatred towards African Americans and forged a sustained division between the
races. Because of this animosity, spurred on by a sensationalistic media frenzy,
a poor woman’s whiteness became both her shield and anchor.
Sexism toward women in general maintained its footing in these early
years as well. The established roles for men and women were clearly defined. A
belief that men were more valuable than women perpetuated an idea of
superiority. Regardless of the critical roles attributed to women during those eras,
in a sexist environment they were inferior, assigned to such “feminine” duties as
nurturers, caregivers, and homemakers. Hostile and benevolent sexism helped to
fuel violence against them. Women were not considered equal to men, and Black
women were even lower on the scale.
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In addition to racism and sexism, the presence of classist beliefs fostered
inequality and dominance. Not only were people valued or devalued according to
their economic class, social classes were ranked, determining the norms in
society by those who composed the upper, wealthier classes as opposed to the
working-class or poor, as well as those who were considered “poor white trash.”
An incongruent hierarchy developed in which the poor had no voice, and the
wealthy decided what constituted normal or acceptable behavior. This approach
applied to African Americans as well as White Americans, and is a crucial
reminder of the power of a capitalist society.
Classism often negates the fairness of trials, for example, as was
observed with Josefa and Laura, who did not have the proper representation for
their court proceedings. Classism ensures that those without are left poor and
uneducated, as Laura’s son, L. D. could not read or write. It allows oppression,
and a dismissiveness to each person’s need. In the life of Peb Falls, classism
meant that she was considered “poor white trash,” and was in fact disposable.
One additional observation made was that while the vigilante groups might even
themselves be oppressed, they were overwhelmingly White males that belonged
to the dominant group, and felt their sense of racial superiority by accomplishing
these forms of justice.
There is an essential conclusion to be made in regards to the lynching of
Josefa, Peb, Laura, and L. D. Causal factors of racism, sexism, and classism
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converged in order for these particular lynchings to occur. This conclusion,
however, presses one to contemplate what would have transpired if any of these
factors were not present. The answer to that question is that all lynchings, of
course, were not alike; racism, sexism, and classism were not always factors in
the lynching of women. All of the factors enabling the lynching of Peb Falls were
assuredly not present in the lynching of all other White women. That Josefa
Segovia received what was termed, “a gentle strangulation,” was more than likely
not the oxymoron used to describe any other lynched Mexican woman. But in the
lynching of Laura Nelson and her child, and what can consistently be proven in
the lynching of other African American women, is the factor of dehumanization.
As observed in the murder of Laura Nelson and her son, L. D. Nelson, the
violent mob’s indifference towards her womanhood or motherhood was flagrantly
displayed. Regardless of the racism, sexism, or classism they experienced,
Josefa Segovia and Peb Falls were praised for their beauty, womanhood, and for
Falls her whiteness, even though these women did not meet the standards of
behavior in white society. The Nelson hanging demonstrated that she was merely
an object, something that needed to be eradicated. The rape of Laura and the
castration of her son, L. D., proved the inhumanity that was attributed to Black
women. The ideology of Black women, their bodies and their sexuality, was
already embedded in the minds of slaveowners through cruel images and
stereotypes. Women were not considered equal to men, and Black women were
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even lower on the scale. African American women were considered beastly; it
was not difficult to abuse their bodies and treat them as they would, or worse
than, an animal. The reinforced belief that African women were somehow inferior
ensured that dominion over what their bodies could do informed their lives as a
slave, and this concept has resonated throughout the centuries. If one believes
these myths, it becomes easy to see how these mobs could violently attack Black
women in the manner in which they did.
In addressing the issue of whether Peb Falls, as a target of the horror that
was tarring and feathering, was a victim of dehumanization as well, I would argue
against this idea. The use of tar and feathers was normally a one-time method of
punishment, accomplished with the idea that this would rehabilitate the subject.
Had Peb Falls corrected her behavior and stopped associating with the Negroes,
she would have been accepted back into the fold because of her whiteness. She
would still be a woman, though perhaps continued to be considered “poor white
trash.” But the main impetus for her lynching, racism against African Americans
and her association with them, would no longer exist. The lynching more than
likely would not have occurred.
In the overall study of lynching, women have not been considered
collectively, and this study attempts to examine a commonality between these
victims. Very limited studies have been dedicated to the research on White
women victims of lynching. Records or documentation encompassing Native
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American and Asian women were non-existent. A broader perspective
accounting for the lynching of women of all races would provide a basis for
further studies of violence against women, and enhance the discipline of
women’s studies.
Writing for The Journal of Negro Education in 1945, Oliver C. Cox wrote
the following summation in his article on “Lynching and the Status Quo”:
We may conclude then that the lynching and the threat of lynching is
the fundamental reliance of the white ruling class in maintaining the
status quo. It is a sub-legal contrivance developed to meet a vital
social need, which, because of the powerful democratic conventions
of Western society, cannot be satisfied by formal law. Although
lynching is directed almost entirely against Negroes, it serves to keep
both Negroes and poor whites in their place.295
Cox made this correlation in 1945. An updated examination of the connection
between classism and lynching would build upon studies in order to understand
the inequalities between the poor and wealthy classes as it applied to justice and
violence.
The role of the matriarch in any culture contributes heavily to the passing
of generational values. These values relate directly to the attitudes about life as
people come to realize their place in the culture and in the world around them.
Laura and L.D. Nelson were deprived of that generational connection. The
lynching of 12-year-old L. D. Nelson, alongside his mother, necessitates inquiry

Oliver C. Cox, “Lynching and the Status Quo,” The Journal of Negro Education, Volume 14,
Number. 4, (Autumn, 1945): 588. Accessed November 22, 2021,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2966029?seq=13#metadata_info_tab_contents.
295

195

into the lynching of Black children, and the lynching of Black mothers alongside
their sons and daughters. In each of the lynchings listed here that address a
male victim, the age of the victim was always boosted to refute the image of a
young child hanging from a rope. It was easy for a mob to justify lynching Black
men, in defense of the White woman, but how does one account for the blatant
murder of a child.
Additionally, a further examination into the lynching of Black women would
foster a conversation on the current issue of Black women who fall prey to
victimization and are frequently excluded from the narratives. African American
women who are victims of violence do not receive the same attention that is
afforded White women or Black male victims. Dehumanization factors into the
perception of Black women; portraying them as animalistic has been perpetuated
throughout and remains an influence today, helping to marginalize these women,
regardless of their status in life.
The importance of this topic centers around violence against women.
Equally as important is reclaiming a part of history that has been, and continues
to be dismissed. The stories of these women offer a small measure of justice for
them, and I believe for history as well; otherwise, to deny or dismiss these
incidents, or even remain silent only ensures there is no responsibility taken, and
allows for the continued racism, sexism, classism, and dehumanization that
affects and marginalizes minority groups today.
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A Final Thought
The subject of lynching is a difficult one, and defies anyone who declares
that they are not at all affected by the visual images and harrowing narratives.
Lynching is not an experience that should be whitewashed or banished. It is in
the not-too-distant past that these types of vigilante mobs have gleefully taken
the lives of those with which they disagree or those who don’t meet their
standards. Understanding the inducement behind the torturous “justice” meted
out at the end of their lives in violation of their inalienable rights as human beings
become teachable moments which are relevant today. The victims of these
heinous crimes, as well as any others, deserve a voice; their stories need to be
remembered.
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The following list is a sample of some of the articles reporting the lynching of
Josefa Segovia. The articles are dated two months after the lynching.296
“A Spanish Woman’s Vengence,” Green-Mountain Freeman, Montpelier,
Vermont, September 18, 1851.
This brief article provided only one detail of the lynching. The author wrote,
“…the lynching of a woman at Downerville for revenging with death an
outrageous insult offered to her:” The article spelled the name of the town
incorrectly, and seemed to trail off with a colon, suggesting more information, but
none was added.
“The Lynching Of A Woman In Downieville, California,” The Liberator, Boston,
Massachusetts, September 12, 1851.
The article indicated that it obtained its information from The San Francisco
Picayune. The paper added its own commentary in the beginning paragraph as
the author wrote, “It presents a sad picture of morals in California, but we fear a
true one.”
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The following list is a sample of some of the 100 headlines reporting the lynching
of Peb Falls. The number of articles demonstrated a strong media influence in
their efforts to paint both Falls and the “accused Negroes” in a negative light. The
selected articles come from across the United States as well as Canada, and are
an example of the style of “yellow journalism” prominent during the time. While
many of the articles provided the same information, the titles often varied.297
“Virginia’s Lynching: Excitement Over the Hanging of a White Woman by
Negroes: The First Case on Record.” Miners Journal, Pottsville, Pennsylvania,
October 1, 1897.
“Lynchers To Be Punished: They Are Negro Lynchers and They Lynched a White
Woman.” The Hamilton Spectator, Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, October 2, 1897.
“Woman Lynched: White Victim of Angry Negro Mob: Her Thefts Avenged: She is
Supposed to Have Stolen Money from Her Black Master: More Hangings to
Come.” Buffalo Courier, Buffalo, New York. October 1, 1897.
“Notorious Woman Lynched.” The Public Mirror, Arapahoe, Nebraska. October 7,
1897.
“Hanged by Her Negro Companions.” Abilene Weekly Reflector, Abilene,
Kansas. October 7, 1897.
“Negroes Lynched A White Woman: “Peb” Falls, the Worst White Woman In The
Virginia Mountains.” Buffalo Evening News, Buffalo, New York. September 30,
1897.
“White Woman Lynched: It Is Said She Was Strung Up By Negroes.” The Pacific
Bee, Sacramento, California. October 6, 1897.
“A Woman Lynched: A Notorious Character Strung Up by Negroes in Virginia.”
The Victoria Daily Times, Victoria, British Columbia, Canada. September 30,
1897.
“A White Woman Lynched.” The Post-Star, Glens Falls, New York. September
30, 1897.
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“White Woman Found Hanged: Negro Companions of a Dissolute Character
Credited With a Lynching.” The Chicago Chronicle, Chicago, Illinois. September
30, 1897.

The following list is a sample of some of the articles and information reported by
various newspapers on the lynching of Laura and L. D. Nelson.298
“Lynchings For The Year,” The Charlotte News, December 31, 1911.
The newspaper, The Charlotte News, compiled a list of lynchings that occurred
throughout the United States in 1911. The author of this article wrote, “There is at
least ground for pleasant reflection over the improvement, even though only
slight, in the closing year’s record of mob violence. …The lynching record for
1911 shows a distinct though slight improvement over the records of previous
years.” In the article, Laura Nelson is listed as Mary Nelson, and her son is
nameless. This example demonstrates the difficulty in obtaining accurate
information and compiling inclusive data on lynching victims.
“Lynching in Oklahoma,” The Hutchinson News, Hutchinson, Kansas, May 25,
1911.
The article offers concise details of the lynching. L. D. is nameless, and reported
to be 16 years old.
“Okemah Jail Is Stormed And Two Prisoners Taken: Were Hanged From Bridge:
And Their Bodies Were Discovered Yesterday Morning – Not a Member of Mob
is Known,” Muskogee Daily Phoenix and Times-Democrat, Muskogee,
Oklahoma, May 26, 1911.
In this article, L. D. Nelson was again not named, and was said to be fourteenyears-old. Contrary to the title of the article, the second paragraph stated, “Every
man in the mob was a negro. Every one was armed and every one was masked.”
This was a concerted effort to deflect blame from the actual perpetrators. In
addition, the newspaper included a drawing of the scene of the lynching, made
from a photograph that had been taken. The drawing did not include the mass of
people standing on the bridge. (Illustration 21)
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All sources obtained from Newspapers.com.
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“Grand Jury To Probe Lynching: Not a Person in the Mob Has Thus Far Been
Identified,” Muskogee Daily Phoenix and Times-Democrat, May 27, 1911.
The article confirmed the gathering of a grand jury. Noteworthy, the author
partially retracted the prior accusatory statement against Negroes: “It is now
believed that many in the mob were whites and not all negroes, as was believed
here yesterday.”

Illustration 21. Scene of Lynching Near Okemah Yesterday Morning.
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Excerpt from Mark Twain’s story “The United States of Lyncherdom.”299
I
And so Missouri has fallen, that great state! Certain of her children have joined
the lynchers, and the smirch is upon the rest of us. That handful of her children
have given us a character and labeled us with a name, and to the dwellers in the
four quarters of the earth we are “lynchers,” now, and ever shall be. For the world
will not stop and think – it never does, it is not its way to generalize from a single
sample. It will not say, “Those Missourians have been busy eighty years in
building an honorable good name for themselves; these hundred lynchers down
in the corner of the state are not real Missourians, they are renegades.” No, that
truth will not enter its mind; it will generalize from the one or two misleading
samples and say, “The Missourians are lynchers.” It has no reflection, no logic,
no sense of proportion. With figures go for nothing; to it, figures reveal nothing, it
cannot reason upon them rationally; it would say, for instance, that China is being
swiftly and surely Christianized, since nine Chinese Christians are being made
every day; and it would fail, with him, to notice that the fact that 33,000 pagans
are born there every day, damages the argument. It would say, “There are a
hundred lynchers there, therefore the Missourians are lynchers”; the
considerable fact that there are two and a half million Missourians who are not
lynchers would not affect their verdict.
II
Oh, Missouri!
The tragedy occurred near Pierce City, down in the southwestern corner of the
state. On a Sunday afternoon a young white woman who had started alone from
church was found murdered. For there are churches there; in my time religion
was more general, more pervasive, in the South than it was in the North, and
more virile and earnest, too, I think; I have some reason to believe that this is still
the case. The young woman was found murdered. Although it was a region of
churches and schools the people rose, lynched three negroes – two of them very
aged ones – burned out five negro households, and drove thirty negro families
into the woods.
I do not dwell upon the provocation which moved the people to these crimes, for
that has nothing to do with the matter; the only question is, does the assassin
take the law into his own hands? It is very simple, and very just. If the assassin
be proved to have usurped the law’s prerogative in righting his wrongs, that ends
the matter; a thousand provocations are no defense. The Pierce City people had
Mark Twain, “The United States of Lyncherdom.” 1923. Accessed November 27, 2021,
http://www.csun.edu/~twd61312/498%202018/The%20United%20States%20of%20Lyncherdom.
pdf.
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bitter provocation – indeed, as revealed by certain of the particulars, the bitterest
of all provocations – but no matter, they took the law into their own hands, when
by the terms of their statutes their victim would certainly hang if the law had been
allowed to take its course, for there are but few negroes in that region and they
are without authority and without influence in overawing juries.
Why has lynching, with various barbaric accompaniments, become a favorite
regulator in cases of “the usual crime” in several parts of the country? Is it
because men think a lurid and terrible punishment a more forcible object lesson
and a more effective deterrent than a sober and colorless hanging done privately
in a jail would be? Surely sane men do not think that. Even the average child
should know better.
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The following two pieces are poems written by renowned folk singer Woody
Guthrie. While Guthrie eventually had to come to terms with his own prejudices,
his words demonstrate an acknowledgement of the violence associated with
lynching, and the power of the photographs of the Nelsons. Guthrie’s first piece,
“Don’t Kill My Baby and My Son,” removes the effects of dehumanization,
bringing to light the victims. His effort attempted to restore Laura Nelson’s
womanhood and motherhood.
Don’t Kill My Baby and My Son
Words and Music by Woody Guthrie300
As I walked down that old dark town
In the town where I was born,
I heard the saddest lonesome moan
I ever heard before.
My hair it trembled at the roots
Cold chills run down my spine,
As I drew near that jail house
I heard this deathly cry:
O, don't kill my baby and my son,
O, don't kill my baby and my son.
You can stretch my neck on that old river bridge,
But don't kill my baby and my son.
Now, I've heard the cries of a panther,
Now, I've heard the coyotes yell,
But that long, lonesome cry shook the whole wide world
And it come from the cell of the jail.
Yes, I’ve heard the screech owls screeching,
And the hoot owls that hoot in the night,

Woody Guthrie, “Don’t Kill My Baby and My Son,” Woody Guthrie Publications, Inc. Accessed
June 23, 2021. https://www.woodyguthrie.org/Lyrics/Dont_Kill_My_Baby_and_My_Son.htm.
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But the graveyard itself is happy compared
To the voice in that jailhouse that night.
Then I saw a picture on a postcard
It showed the Canadian River Bridge,
Three bodies hanging to swing in the wind,
A mother and two sons they'd lynched.
There's a wild wind blows down the river,
There's a wild wind blows through the trees,
There's a wild wind that blows 'round this wide wide world,
And here's what the wild winds say:
O, don't kill my baby and my son,
O, don't kill my baby and my son.
You can stretch my neck on that old river bridge,
But don't kill my baby and my son.
This second piece again brings attention to the violence of lynching. His words
acknowledge the affect lynching has on the victims, as well as family members.
The question, “Did you ever lose your father on a hangknot?” seems to have a
double meaning, as Guthrie’s own father was purported to have participated in
the lynching of the Nelsons. It is unclear of the subsequent relationship between
Guthrie and his father.

Hangknot, Slipknot
Words and Music by Woody Guthrie301
Did you ever see a hangman tie a hangknot?
Did you ever see a hangman tie a hangknot?
I've seen it many a time and he winds, he winds,
After thirteen times he's got a hangknot.
Tell me will that hangknot slip, no it will not,
Will that hangknot slip, no it will not.

301

Woody Guthrie, “Hangknot, Slipknot.” Woody Guthrie Publications, Inc. Accessed June 23,
2021. https://www.woodyguthrie.org/Lyrics/Dont_Kill_My_Baby_and_My_Son.htm.
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Slip around your neck, but it won't slip back again
Hangknot, hangknot, that hangknot.
Did you ever lose your father on a hangknot?
Did you ever lose your father on a hangknot?
They hung him from a pole, and they shot him full of holes,
Left him there to rot on that hangknot.
Tell me who makes the laws for that hangknot?
Who makes the laws for that hangknot?
Who says who will go to the calaboose?
Get the hangman's noose on a hangknot.
I don't know who makes the law for that hangknot.
I don't know who makes the law for that hangknot.
But the bones of many a men are whistling in the wind,
Just because they tied their laws with a hangknot.
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This selection is from Charles Frederick White. Written in 1900, the stanzas are
set to the melody of “God Save the Queen,” and “My Country ‘Tis of Thee,” a
patriotic song with lyrics by Samuel Francis Smith. White addressed the issue of
the lynching bee.
Afro-American302
by Chas. Fred White
O, country, ‘tis of thee,
Land of the Lynching Bee,
Of thee I sing.
How long will this base wrong
Pollute thy freedom’s song?
Perpetrated by a throng
Of heartless fiends.
My native country, thee,
How I long to be free!
Thy name to love.
I long to see the time
When this most heinous crime
Will be changed to deeds divine,
Like those above.
Let wailings swell the breeze,
And ring from all the trees:
“God’s will be done.”
Let mortal souls awake –
Let all that breathe partake –
This spell of crime to break,
Ere the nation’s gone.
O gracious God, to thee,
In thine all-wise mercy,
We now appeal!
May this land soon be brought
Out of this doom it’s wrought;
Chas. Fred White, “Afro-American,” The Colored American Magazine. Accessed February 21,
2022, http://coloredamerican.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/CAM_1.4_1900.09.NS_.pdf.
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For long, in vain, we’ve sought
Freedom to feel.

These poems, including the first one below which was written by Poet Laureate
of Philadelphia and Pennsylvania, Yolanda Wisher, are tributes to Laura Nelson
and L. D. Nelson. Notice the reference to Guthrie in the first poem. Lashawnda
Crowe Storm felt that something needed to be done when she commemorated
the Nelsons in quilt. These modern-day poets used their words to highlight one
narrative, but have found a way to bring attention to the violence perpetuated
against African American women. The inclusion of these pieces helps to highlight
the plight of the Nelsons, as well as restoring Laura’s humanity.
The Ballad of Laura Nelson303
by Yolanda Wisher
Poet Laureate of Philadelphia and Pennsylvania
(reprinted with permission from the author)
a. Picture of evil #2898
Mama Laura
hangs from the eave
of a bridge
dress like a nightgown
crook in her neck
feigning sleep
bare feet & fingers swollen
with death’s whiskey
this is the morning after
the mob stormed the jail
found her dark & vicious
like a coyote cornered on
a Guthrie-guilty road
this is the morning after
she was stretched &
slaughtered by the stampede
Yolanda Wisher, “The Ballad of Laura Nelson.” UTNE Reader/Cure Ignorance. Accessed
February 21, 2022, https://www.utne.com/arts/ballad-of-laura-nelson-poem-ze0z1908zhoe/.
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made haint
of truss & trestle
made wild in the wind
like a panther prowling
a Guthrie-guilty song
b. Picture of evil #2897
bridge like an ark
lined with livewire bodies
ladies with wide hats
parasols & children
like shark teeth
the river’s brush
holds their dirty secrets
coiled words gliding
across troubled water
evil themes in the overgrowth
American justice
In its infancy
some dared say
there was a baby
left yonder by the riverside
the birds & bees
& butterflies
pickin out its eyes
c. picture of evil #2894
once
I accused a Boy of stealing
a line of pretty black horses
a line about a book
a book named for a lullaby
sung by a mammy
I accused him of stealing a line about
a land of unimaginable iniquity
& so his Mother marched
to the Principal’s office
pulled my poems from her purse
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held them twisted like innards
torn like petticoats
a bunch of river reeds in her hand
bruised with highlighter marks
those scarlet letters
raked between us
with the teeth of pony combs
she said i was a thief of allusions
the Principal called for a moment
of silence
then the Mother
wringing hands & poems
apologized:
“i’m just a bear for my son”
(i’m just a virgin mary for my son)
(i’m just a betsy ross for my son)
i had a little son then
a black-brown watermelon
seed of a boy
& in a moment of silence
i became even more grizzly
the Boy’s plagiarized words
became endangered bears
i had skinned
with my eyes
she said that shit to me:
i’m like a bear for my son
& i thought
sister, if you are the bear
i am a cunt like a bear-trap
the worst evil
you can imagine
that bear you thought you saw
that you didn’t see
the evil you see
that ruins me
yeah, she said that shit to me
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& i went wild inside & it
has never stopped
the going wild
inside
d. picture of evil #2899
how you protect
a Boy from that bridge
how do I protect my Boy
from that bridge
when you are protecting
the bridge with your Boy
i’m going to braid & coat
his little tongue
with the iron edge of truth
the sweetgrass memory of the river
so he’ll know those tastes
above all others
you Pilgrim, you Cowboy, you Reader
there is nothing unimaginable about iniquity
this, our land, of iniquity
of tis of thee
on which we bear children
considered burdens
on which we farm barren wombs
of unbearable blackness
in these forests
full of men more terrible
than encroaching bears
looking right
into the camera
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Homecoming304
by Crystal Senter-Brown
I am more
than this noose tied around my neck
as I am hanging
I am more
than my dead son next to me
his bare legs
dangling
but while my body
may have died that night
my spirit continues to soar
and take flight
even as I plunged to my imminent death
calling out for my Father
as I took my last breath
and oh, the crowd,
how they celebrated – how they howled!
how their faces were twisted
and filled with hate
didn’t they know
I would escape this test?
didn’t they know
I am more than bones and flesh?
I am magic
and sweetness,
pure love
and blessings
can you imagine their surprise?
when the beams of light
Crystal Senter-Brown, “Homecoming.” Accessed February 21, 2022,
http://crystalsenterbrown.weebly.com/homecoming--a-poem-for-laura-nelson.html.
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poured down from the sky
shining down upon that bridge
to my throne
carrying me
to heaven
welcoming me
home.
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The following exhibit is the first attempt at legislation to protest the lynching of
African Americans in the South for alleged crimes ranging from theft to murder.
H. R. 6963 was introduced on January 20, 1900, onto the House Floor of the 56th
Congress (1899-1901) by Congressman George Henry White (1852-1918), who
was the only African American in Congress at the time. A subsequent petition
was submitted by Congressman White on February 21, 1900, in support of H.R.
6963. Among its suggestions were efforts to make lynching a crime and to create
a “Central Detective Bureau” that would be responsible for compiling and
transmitting information for use in prosecuting persons involved in lynching. The
legislation never made it out of committee.305

United States House of Representatives, “H. R.6963, A Bill for the protection of all citizens of
the United States against mob violence.” United States Capitol Visitor Center. Accessed March
29, 2022, https://www.visitthecapitol.gov/exhibitions/artifact/hr-6963-bill-protection-all-citizensunited-states-against-mob-violence; United States House of Representatives, “Anti-Lynching
Petition,” History, Art & Archives. Accessed November 7, 2021,
https://history.house.gov/HouseRecord/Detail/15032448844.
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Illustration 22. H. R. 6963.
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The following text is an excerpt from the most prominent effort to pass an antilynching bill. Known as the Dyer Bill, it was introduced into Congress in 1918 by
Congressman Leonidas Dyer of Missouri. The NAACP initially did not support the
passage of the bill, arguing that it was unconstitutional. However, they ultimately
revised his position. The Dyer Bill was passed by the House of Representatives
on January 26, 1922, but was halted by a filibuster in the Senate.306
APRIL 20 (CALENDAR DAY, JULY 28), 1922.
AN ACT To assure to persons within the jurisdiction of every State the equal
protection of the laws, and to punish the crime of lynching.
Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States
of America in Congress assembled, That the phrase “mob or riotous
assemblage,” when used in this act, shall mean an assemblage composed of
SEC. 2. That if any State or governmental subdivision thereof fails, neglects, or
refuses to provide and maintain protection to the life of any person within its
jurisdiction against a mob or riotous assemblage, such State shall by reason of
such failure, neglect, or refusal be deemed to have denied to such person the
equal protection of the laws of the State, and to the end that such protection as is
guaranteed to the citizens of the United States by its Constitution may be
secured it is provided:
SEC. 3. That any State or municipal officer charged with the duty or who possess
the power or authority as such officer to protect the life of any person that may be
put to death by any mob or riotous assemblage, or who has any such person in
his charge as a prisoner, who fails, neglects, or refuses to make all reasonable
efforts to prevent such person from being so put to death, or any State or
municipal officer charged with the duty of apprehending or prosecuting any
person participating in such mob or riotous assemblage who fails, neglects, or
refuses to make all reasonable efforts to perform his duty in apprehending or
prosecuting to final judgment under the laws of such State all persons so
participating except such, if any, as are to have been held to answer for such
participation in any district court of the United States, as herein provided, shall be
guilty of a felony, and upon conviction thereof shall be punished by imprisonment

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, “NAACP History: Anti-Lynching
Bill.” Accessed March 29, 2022,
https://web.archive.org/web/20150516144410/http://www.naacp.org/pages/naacp-history-antilynching-bill.
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not exceeding five years or by a fine of not exceeding $5,000, or by both such
fine and imprisonment.

The following text is the current legislation addressing lynching as a hate crime.
The bill, titled H. R. 55 – Emmett Till Antilynching Act of the 117th Congress, 1st
Session, was introduced on January 4, 2021, and currently remains in the
Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security.307

117th CONGRESS
1st Session

H. R. 55
To amend section 249 of title 18, United States Code, to specify lynching as a hate crime act.

IN THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
January 4, 2021
Mr. Rush introduced the following bill; which was referred to the Committee on the Judiciary

A BILL
To amend section 249 of title 18, United States Code, to specify lynching as a hate crime act.

United States House of Representatives, “H. R. 55 – Emmett Till Antilynching Act,” 117th
Congress 1st Session, 2022. Accessed November 7, 2021, https://www.congress.gov/bill/117thcongress/house-bill/55/text.
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Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of
America in Congress assembled,
SECTION 1. SHORT TITLE.
This Act may be cited as the “Emmett Till Antilynching Act”.
SEC. 2. FINDINGS.
Congress finds the following:
(1) In the 20th century lynching occurred mostly in southern States by White
southerners against Black southerners.
(2) In 1892, the Tuskegee Institute began to record statistics of lynchings and
reported that 4,742 reported lynchings had taken place by 1968, of which 3,445 of the
victims were Black.
(3) Most of the lynchings that occurred in the South were mass moblike lynchings.
(4) Mass moblike lynchings were barbaric by nature characterized by members of
the mob, mostly White southerners, shooting, burning, and mutilating the victim’s body,
alive.
(5) In “Anatomy of a Lynching: The Killing of Claude Neal”, community papers
readily advertised mob lynchings, as evidenced by a Florida local paper headline:
“Florida to Burn Negro at Stake: Sex Criminal Seized from Brewton Jail, Will be
Mutilated, Set Afire in Extra-Legal Vengeance for Deed.”
(6) Civil rights groups documented and presented Congress evidence of vigilante
moblike lynchings.
(7) Evidence by NAACP investigator Howard Kester documented the extreme
brutality of these lynchings. An excerpt from “Anatomy of a Lynching” further illustrates
this point: “After taking the nigger to the woods about four miles from Greenwood, they
cut off his penis. He was made to eat it. Then they cut off his testicles and made him eat
them and say he liked it.”
(8) Many civil rights groups, notably the Anti-Lynching Crusaders, also known as
the ALC, operating under the umbrella of the NAACP, made numerous requests to
Congress to make lynching a Federal crime.

221

(9) Congressman George Henry White, an African American, introduced the first
Federal antilynching bill and subsequently nearly 200 anti-lynching bills were introduced
in the Congress during the first half of the 20th century.
(10) Between 1890 and 1952, seven Presidents petitioned Congress to end lynching.
(11) Between 1920 and 1940, the House of Representatives passed three strong antilynching measures, of which Congress came closest to enacting anti-lynching legislation
sponsored by Congressman Leonidas C. Dyer in 1922.
(12) On all three occasions, opponents of anti-lynching legislation, argued States’
rights and used the filibuster, or the threat of it, to block the Senate from voting on the
measures.
(13) The enactment of the Civil Rights Act of 1968 was the closest Congress ever
came in the post-Reconstruction era to enacting anti-lynching legislation.
(14) In 2005, the Senate passed a resolution, sponsored by Senators Mary Landrieu
and George Allen, apologizing for the Senate’s failure to enact anti-lynching legislation
as a Federal crime, with Senator Landrieu saying, “There may be no other injustice in
American history for which the Senate so uniquely bears responsibility.”
(15) To heal past and present racial injustice, Congress must make lynching a
Federal crime so our Nation can begin reconciliation.
SEC. 3. SPECIFYING LYNCHING AS A HATE CRIME ACT.
Section 249(a) of title 18, United States Code, is amended—
(1) by redesignating paragraph (4) as paragraph (5); and
(2) by inserting after paragraph (3) the following:
“(4) OFFENSES INVOLVING LYNCHING.—Whoever, whether or not acting
under color of law, willfully, acting as part of any collection of people, assembled for the
purpose and with the intention of committing an act of violence upon any person, causes
death to any person, shall be imprisoned for any term of years or for life, fined under this
title, or both.”.
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Update:
On February 28, 2022, the United States House of Representatives, 117th
Congress, passed the Emmett Till Antilynching Act of 2021. H.R. 55, with a vote
of 422-3. Congressmen Andrew Clyde, Thomas Massie, and Chip Roy voted
against the legislation. On March 7, 2022, the United States Senate passed the
bill through unanimous consent. The bill was signed into law by President Joseph
R. Biden on March 29, 2022.308

CBS Chicago, “President Biden signs anti-lynching legislation named after Emmett Till,” March
29, 2022. https://www.cbsnews.com/chicago/news/president-joe-biden-signs-emmett-till-antilynching-legislation-hate-crime/.
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